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Summary

Humans have utilized and exchanged ivory from different species of elephant living on the African continent for
millennia, with ivory from both forest and savannah species being exploited. Starting around 4600 BP, elephant
ivory sourced on the African continent also began to be exported to other parts of the world. The ways of working
ivory, the uses to which it has been put, and its symbolic and representational meanings have all varied according
to context across space and time. Different agents have played diverse and varying roles in its acquisition, crafting,
and distribution. From early on, ivory’s malleability and comparative strength relative to other raw materials made
it particularly sought after. Its color and texture, as well as the variation between species and in its structure at
different points on a tusk, have also been critical aspects of its material affordances. Archaeological evidence from
sub-Saharan Africa, especially material dating from after the BCE/CE transition, combined with ethnographic and
historical data, provides important insights into the deep history of ivory, where it has been sourced on the
continent, what is known about how it was worked in the distant past, and the changing history of its trade and
exchange both within and beyond the continent. Regional and global shifts in its circulation, along with some of the
societal and ecological consequences of these have also been studied, with particular reference to eastern Africa.
Despite many advances in recent years, there is still a need for further multidisciplinary and multi-sited research
informed by posthumanist perspectives and ethics.
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Introduction

There are two extant species of African elephant—the savannah elephant Loxodonta africana, and
the forest elephant Loxodonta cyclotis, representing two divergent lineages, separated by four to
seven million years of parallel evolution (Roca et al. 2015). Forest elephants are smaller than, and
morphologically distinct from, savannah elephants and in the early 21st century are restricted to
parts of West and Central Africa, including northern Congo and southwestern Central African
Republic (Maisels et al. 2013), in areas of lowland tropical rainforest. The savannah elephant has a
wider distribution, and although mostly restricted in the early 21st century to eastern and
southern Africa, small pockets of savannah elephants are present in West Africa and were
certainly more numerous there at the turn of the 20th century (De Boer et al. 2013; Parker and
Graham 1989a, 1989b). The North African, or Atlas, elephant, now extinct, may have constituted
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a third species, being smaller than savannah elephants and more docile than both extant species.
Its precise taxonomic and genetic status is uncertain, however, and consequently it is currently
regarded as a subspecies (Loxodonta africana pharaoensis) of the savannah elephant (Nowak 1999).

Elephants have been valued in a myriad of ways by different African cultures over the millennia
(Ross 1992) and may have been exploited for their meat since the Lower/Early Middle Pleistocene,
as attested by the finds of Elephas recki at the FLKN-6 site in Olduvai Gorge and other Early Stone
Age localities (Saegusa and Gilbert 2009; Todd 2005). The presence of Elephas and subsequently
Loxodonta remains on Middle Stone Age sites on the continent, including Sibudu Cave, South
Africa, where the remains of Loxodonta have been reported (Collins 2016), further indicates a long
history of human interest in their exploitation. Interpretation of such archaeological evidence,
however, is often plagued by taphonomic issues and uncertainties, as highlighted by the
reassessment (Wright et al. 2014) of the remains of a near-complete elephant discovered at
Mwanganda’s Village, Karonga (Malawi) that was originally interpreted as a butchery site dating
to the early Middle Stone Age (Clark and Haynes 1970) but now appears to have been a natural
accumulation. Compared with Eurasia, where mammoth and elephant ivory was used to produce
tools, ornaments, and even musical instruments from the Late Pleistocene (Pettitt et al. 2014),
evidence for the use of elephant ivory as a raw material on the African continent (figure 1) is
comparatively scarce prior to the last c. 5000 years (Bradfield and Choyke 2016), and instead
other biomaterials such as ostrich eggshell and bone seem to have been preferred.

Figure 1. Location of main find spots of archaeological ivory in Africa and beyond mentioned in the text.

Source: Base map of vegetation cover is adapted from the European Space Agency GlobCover 2009 map.
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An early instance of the use of ivory as a raw material comes from Ishango 14, eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo, an early Late Stone Age (LSA) site dated to between 15,000 and 20,000 BCE,
where it was used to produce biserial points (Yellen 1998), although further analysis (e.g.,
proteomic or DNA) is required to determine if this was derived from Loxodonta sp. rather than
hippopotamus or warthog, for instance. Ivory points, possibly used as arrow armatures, have
been reported from LSA contexts at Uniondale Shelter, Eastern Cape, South Africa, c. 4350 BCE—
725 CE (Brooker 1989), and a single ivory harpoon is known from a “Neolithic” coastal shell
midden at Khant, northern Senegal, dating to between c. 3,300 and 2,275 BCE and associated with
the remains of elephants and large aquatic animals (Mbow 1998). The widespread depiction of
elephants in the continent’s diverse rock art traditions (Coulson and Campbell 2001; Thackeray
2019), including in therianthropic forms and their associations with rain-making activities and
beliefs (Kinahan 1999; Parkington and De Prada-Samper 2021), is also indicative of deep histories
of complex human-elephant relationships that warrant further study.

More extensive archaeological evidence for the exploitation of elephant ivory as a raw material
for local production and consumption and as an export commodity (Documenting Precolonial
Trade in Africa) is available from c. 4,000—-5,000 years ago. The earlier evidence relates
principally to exploitation on the continent, especially along the Nile Valley in predynastic and
dynastic Egypt and associated Red Sea ports (Krzyszkowska and Morkot 2000); in Nubia, where
elephant ivory is known from Pre-Kerma (c. 3500—2500 BCE) and Kerma (c. 2500—1480 BCE)
contexts (Choyke 1990; Lobban and de Liedekerke 2000); and across the Maghrib (Camps-Fabrer
2003). In all these localities at least some of the elephant ivory in circulation seems likely to have
been sourced from areas south of the Sahara. “The Land of Punt” —now thought to have been in
the northern Horn of Africa (Fattovich 2018)—has long been known as a major source of elephant
ivory for Pharaonic Egypt, for example. Asian elephant ivory from Syria and other parts of Asia
was also imported to North Africa, particularly Carthage and other Phoenician sites (Le Meaux
2013), while ivory from North African elephant populations would have been in circulation until
they were hunted to extinction, beginning in Ptolemaic times (Cobb 2016) and continuing into the
Roman era (Lobban and de Liedekerke 2000).

Starting around c. 2600 BCE with the export of ivory from North African elephants to the Iberian
Peninsula (Schuhmacher et al. 2009), African ivory became increasingly desired as a raw material
in the wider world, and the flow of elephant ivory from eastern Africa may well have been
stimulated by the southward expansion of trade networks as the elephant populations in the Red
Sea areas were locally extirpated (Burstein 1996). Moreover, at least since the 1st millennium CE,
elephant ivory from sub-Saharan African elephants (Loxodonta sp.) has circulated widely
alongside ivory from Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) and other species, including
hippopotamus, dugong, and walrus, within Western Europe, the Mediterranean world, the
Persian Gulf, India, and China. Objects carved from walrus and elephant ivory are also known to
have circulated within northern Europe and the Baltic region in the medieval period (Barrett et al.
2020). It has also been argued that a shortage of elephant ivory in western and northern European
spheres of exchange may have encouraged Viking exploration of Iceland and the west coast of
Greenland for exploitation of walrus stocks in the Disko Bay area from the end of the 10th century

Page 3 of 38

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Anthropology. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print
out a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Bodleian Libraries of the University of Oxford; date: 29 February 2024



The Trade, Use, and Circulation of Elephant Ivory in Sub-Saharan Africa over the Longue Durée

to the early 14th century CE, by which time African elephant ivory was once again available in
abundance in Europe, along with walrus ivory from northern Russia (Chopin 1978; Gillman 2017;
Keighley et al. 2019; Keller 2010; Roesdahl 1998).

The geographical origins of the ivory exported from Africa undoubtedly shifted over time,
although data are largely lacking on precisely which locales were the primary suppliers during
particular centuries, and why these shifts occurred. Thus, for instance, there is considerable
uncertainty as to whether ivory from eastern Africa was the primary source for the various early
and later medieval centers of ivory carving in early Christian Europe, al-Andalus under the
Spanish Umayyad dynasty (711-1031 CE), and Byzantium. The general consensus, especially
among art historians, has long been that while ivory from Asian elephants was likely in
circulation in the early 1st millennium CE up to the 6th century, eastern Africa was the primary
source after the extinction of North African elephants. After an apparent hiatus in supply, eastern
Africa once again became the primary source via Fatimid Egypt (910—1171 CE) from the 9th
century onward (Cutler 1994; Horton 1987; Shalem 2005).

The evidence is open to alternative interpretations, however. On the one hand, documentary
sources certainly suggest that ivory was both rare and expensive during the Carolingian period
(750—887 CE), for example, and the limited availability of elephant ivory in western and northern
Europe between the 6th and 10th centuries could be explained by the dominance of the Red Sea
routes by merchants from the Gulf during this period, who may have redirected ivory supplies to
the Arab world. On the other hand, elephant ivory was certainly present in Anglo-Saxon England,
most notably in the form of one-piece rings possibly used as a kind of bag or purse opening,
found in both inhumation and cremation burials dating between the 5th and 7th centuries at sites
such as Spong Hill, Norfolk (Hills et al. 2001). The size and physical characteristics of the rings
also suggest they were made from the tusks of African elephants. Similar concentrations of ivory
rings are known from 6th- and 7th-century Merovingian contexts in southern Germany and
adjacent areas, where they are often associated with other artefact types indicating trade
connections with Byzantium (Drauschke 2019). It is interesting to note that the distribution of
ivory rings here maps quite closely onto the distribution of cowrie shells (predominantly the Red
Sea species Cypraea pantherina but including examples of the Indian Ocean species C. tigris), and it
is tempting to envisage that both materials were sourced from the same geographical area
(compare Drauschke 2019, figs. 1.4 and 1.5, pp. 20—21, although these are at different scales).
Finds of ivory purse rings dating to the 5th to 7th century are also quite widespread in the
Carpathian Basin and were also probably obtained via trade connections with Byzantium (Bollok
and Koncz 2020).

Guérin (2010, 2013) has argued that while Byzantium and the ivory-carving centers around the
eastern Mediterranean are likely to have obtained supplies of elephant ivory from eastern Africa,
those in the western Mediterranean, such as the 5th-to-11th-century-CE workshops in Salerno,
southern Italy, could have been supplied with ivory from West Africa via the trans-Saharan
caravan routes. Archaeological finds, including a large cache of hippopotamus ivory in the
medieval town of Gao, northern Mali, dated from the late 9th to 11th century CE (Insoll 1995),
attest to this likelihood at least for the later centuries, and different parts of West Africa are
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known to have been closely enmeshed in the trans-Saharan trade from the Roman era onward
(Magnavita 2009). This trade expanded during the 7th century to meet growing demands for
gold, and perhaps also ivory (Phillipson 2017).

That African elephant ivory supplanted Asian elephant ivory in the middle Byzantine period
(843—-1204 CE) is suggested by changes in the size of ivory plaques, which were used as Christian
icons, diptych altarpieces, and later adapted as book covers. Being smaller, tusks from Asian
elephants would have limited the maximum dimensions of such plaques to around 110 mm. From
the 9th century, however, plaques measuring up to 170 mm tall and 130 mm wide were being
produced, implying renewed access to supplies of African elephant ivory (Cutler 1985). This
increased supply of African ivory in Europe has also been attributed to geopolitical changes in
Egypt in the latter part of the 10th century, following the establishment of the Fatimid dynasty
there and reorganization of Egyptian commercial networks (Guérin 2013; Horton 1987). Craft
workers in Cairo and other parts of the Fatimid world clearly benefited from this increased
availability of a ready supply of malleable savannah elephant ivory, judging from the large
quantity of working debris recovered from excavations in Fustat in the early 20th century, as well
as the carved boxes, panel work, ivory inlay, and other finely decorated pieces produced in Egypt
and Ifrigiya during the 11th and 12th centuries (Armando 2015).

The following review offers a synopsis of the evidence for these shifting patterns of use,
exploitation, and exchange of elephant ivory across the African continent and beyond its shores,
as attested both archaeologically and textually for different regions of sub-Saharan Africa,
focusing on the last two to three millennia. The article concludes with observations on the
potential for future work on these topics.

West Africa

Both savanna and forest elephants are native to habitats across West Africa, with forest elephant
tusks being straighter, thinner, and therefore better for intricate carving. Some of the best-
known carved tusks from West Africa include the corpus of Afro-Portuguese ivories. These
comprise a range of ornately decorated salt cellars (figure 2), oliphants, and other items carved by
master West African ivory carvers and sold to Portuguese kings and merchants or exchanged with
them for other items, from the 15th to 17th century CE, often in styles oriented toward European
tastes and imagery (Afonso 2016; Curnow 1983; Mark 2007). Archaeologically, evidence of ivory
production has been found at a handful of sites across the region, dating to the 2nd millennium
CE (Coutu and Lane 2021). These sites include the 11th-to-14th-century-CE settlement of
Diouboye on the Falémé River (Dueppen and Gokee 2014), where deposits suggest specialized
hunting of medium-to-large animals linked to the production of leather hides, furs, and ivory,
for local craft production, regional trade to West African states, and long-distance trade through
the trans-Saharan trade network. Further south in Ghana, the most significant evidence comes
from the region of Banda, where ivory production waste and finished ivory objects (figure 3) have
been found (Stahl and Stahl 2004). Interestingly, the ivory evidence from these sites dates from
the period of integration within the trans-Saharan trade networks, while the evidence for ivory
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production disappears from c. 1600 CE, when these communities became more enmeshed in
Atlantic Ocean trade networks, possibly suggesting a shift from craft production of finished items
to the export of unworked tusks (Logan and Stahl 2017).
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Figure 2. Ivory salt cellar made by a West African ivory carver in the late 15th or early 16th century CE. The salt
cellar has intricate designs with birds, crocodiles, and a fleur-de-lis.

Source: Courtesy of the Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford (PRM 1884.68.73).

Besides these important sites with evidence of craft production and processing of elephant ivory,
there are several sites in West Africa from which ivory finds have been reported. These include
items clearly intended for elite display, such as the tusks recovered from the 9th-to-13th-century
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complex at Igbo Ukwu, Nigeria (Shaw 1970; Igbo-Ukwu) and the ivory bangles from high-status
burials at Durbi Takusheyi (early 14th to early 16th century CE) in northern Nigeria (Gronenborn
et al. 2012), whereas other examples include working debris, finished objects (of which wrist
bangles are the most common type), and unworked tusks. A distinct cluster of such finds has been
reported from various sites on or close to the Middle Niger, from Kanji (Nigeria) in the south to
Gourouberi (Niger) in the north, suggestive of the importance of ivory to local communities here
during the 1st millennium CE. The presence of ivory on some post-1400-CE shrine sites in the
Kanji area, as Guerin (2017) notes, indicates that while clearly an important material for local
consumption in a variety of contexts, ivory was already a valuable export commodity for
obtaining other, equally desirable goods, especially copper (The Archaeology of Political
Complexity in West Africa Through 1450 CE).

I I CM

Figure 3. Ivory bangle fragments found at the site of Kuulo Kataa, Ghana, from contexts dated from the 14th to
17th century CE (Stahl and Stahl 2004).

Source: Courtesy of Ann Stahl.
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Eastern Africa

For eastern Africa, a key early written source is the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea, which attests to
the export of ivory from a series of ports and landing stages, including Adulis, Avalites, Mundus,
and Mosyllum, along the Red Sea coast south of Berenice to Ras Hafun, in the 1st to 2nd century
CE, and from several trading centers (Pano, Opone, Sarapion, Nicon, and Rhapta) on the eastern
African coast. Rhapta, the farthest south of these, is said to have provided ivory in great
quantities, although of inferior quality to that available at Adulis in what is now Eritrea. At the
time, Adulis was a five-day journey from Aksum (Casson 1989), the capital of an early Christian
kingdom linked through trade to the Mediterranean world for much of its history (Phillipson
2012), and likely able to source ivory from farther into the African interior.

The importance of ivory to Aksum’s economy and social life has been further underlined by
excavations there, which have uncovered a remarkable collection of finished items including
sections of an ivory throne, female figurine, several pyxides (small, turned, cylindrical boxes),
over one hundred ivory plaques from a 4th-century-CE structure known as the Tomb of the Brick
Arches, and workshop debris from a locality outside the main settlement complex (D. Phillipson
2000; L. Phillipson 2000). Given this evidence for the local working of ivory and diverse historical
sources, David Phillipson (2012) has argued that the Aksumite kingdom was a major supplier of
ivory to the Mediterranean world from the 3rd century CE up to the second quarter of the 7th
century, when its access to maritime routes running north was curtailed by the establishment of
Sassanid control over southern Arabia and the Red Sea.

Archaeological and historical sources further suggest that from the 7th century CE there was an
increased flow of African ivory toward the Persian Gulf, India, and China, largely because of the
expansion of Islamic trade networks. The Chinese author Tuan Ch’eng-Shih noted in the 9th
century that eastern Africa was the main source of ivory and ambergris imported into China
(Shalem 2005). Writing in the 10th century, the Arab geographer al-Mas’udi recorded ivory, gold,
and leopard skins as being the main exports from the Sofala region (i.e., the coastal region south
of present-day Tanzania), including “tusks weighing fifty pounds and more” being exported first
to Oman (possibly Sohar) and from there on to India and China where they were used, inter alia, to
make chess pieces, dagger handles, and wrist bangles used as marriage gifts (Freeman-Grenville
1962). Other shipments of ivory may also have been destined for early Islamic (mid-7th to 12th
century) entrepots such as Siraf in the Persian Gulf; Eilad al-Qadim, the early Islamic capital on
Bahrain; and the Red Sea port of Aylah, Jordan, as finds of ivory (figure 4) have been recovered
from all of these sites (Coutu and Damgaard 2019; Horton 1986). Elephant ivory from eastern and
southern Africa might have also reached many of the port cities along the west coast of India from
the Indus Delta (e.g., Banbhore, where ivory offcuts and other working debris have been
recovered), and south as far as Pattanam (near Kerala) and Mantai on the north coast of Sri
Lanka, as transoceanic trade between these areas is well attested by other material evidence
(Hawkes and Wynne-Jones 2015; Horton 1986). These ports were also likely to have been supplied
with Asian elephant ivory given the well-established regional trade in this commodity (Frenez
2018; Rajan 2011).
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Figure 4. Ivory fragments found at the Early Islamic port site of Aylah, Jordan, from deposits dated to the 7th

century CE (Coutu and Damgaard 2019).

Source: Image courtesy of Aylah Archaeological Project/Kristoffer Damgaard.

Elephants living in eastern Africa are primarily savanna elephants, although the western forests
of Uganda and eastern part of the DRC are habitats for forest elephants, and both species were
probably common, widely distributed, and numerous in the 1st to late 2nd millennium CE.
However, despite the textual evidence pointing to the importance of elephant ivory as a trade
commodity, archaeological evidence for hunting (e.g., butchered elephant bones, tools) and
working of elephant ivory among communities in eastern Africa over the last few thousand years
is scarce. An exception comes from the Mawogola area of south-western Uganda and the site of
Ntuusi, where over two hundred ivory fragments have been recovered from deposits dating from
1200-1500 CE, demonstrating that ivory carving and processing were part of life at the settlement
for hundreds of years (Reid 2015). Ntuusi was a complex political center not directly integrated
into Indian Ocean trade networks, so it provides important insight into local ivory use in the first
half of the 2nd millennium CE.

On the eastern African coast, finished pieces of ivory have been found at several Swahili stone
towns dating from the 8th to 15th century CE, including Shanga and Kilwa (The Archaeology of
the Swahili World). Remains of ivory working, including pieces of sawn elephant tusk and ivory
spindle whorls, were found at the northern Kenyan port of Manda from deposits dated between
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the 9th and 13th centuries (Chittick 1984). Several ivory fragments, including an ivory plaque
with incised, interlaced geometric designs in a characteristic Islamic style, have also been
recovered from Gedi (Kenya) (Pradines 2010). By at least the 17th century, but potentially earlier,
large, ornately decorated horns (oliphants), or siwa in Swahili, were likely also being produced
from complete elephant tusks, with an example known from Pate (Kenya), dated to 1680 CE.
Smaller side-blown trumpets were also being produced, with one surviving example known from
Sofala, Mozambique (Fagan and Kirkman 1967). Material culture found at Swahili sites includes
objects from the Islamic world and China, as these sites were firmly entrenched in Indian Ocean
trade networks, and the circulation of both worked and raw ivory would have been part of this
trade.

Southern Africa

Following the expansion of Sassanid control over southern Arabia and the Red Sea in the 6th
century, which had the effect of displacing Aksumite authority over these areas, there was a
redirection of trade in the northern Indian Ocean toward the Arabian Gulf (Seland 2012). This
change to the direction of trade may have also drawn southern Africa into Afro-Asiatic Red Sea
and northern Indian Ocean exchange networks (Political Complexity North and South of the
Zambezi). In this respect, it is notable that from the 7th to mid-10th century CE, imported glass
beads (Zhizo and earlier types) of Near Eastern origin occur in considerable quantities on
archaeological sites in southern Africa, from Chibuene on the Mozambique coast to Nqoma in
western Botswana (Archaeology of Botswana), whereas beads of Zhizo type are relatively scarce
on sites in eastern Africa dating to the same period. As Wood (2012) has argued, this discrepancy
raises the possibility that although linked through regional exchange networks, eastern and
southern Africa were likely tied into different transoceanic trade systems.
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Figure 5. Ivory bangle fragments and worked ivory pieces found at the 15th-century capital of Khami, Zimbabwe
(Mukwende et al. 2018).

Source: Image courtesy of Tawanda Mukwende.

Archaeological evidence of worked ivory from sites in Botswana (e.g., Nqoma [7th—11th century
CE], Kaitshaa [8th—12th century CE], Mosu I [9th—13th century CE], and Bosutswe [13th—15th
century CE]) (Reid and Segobye 2000; Denbow et al. 2015); Zimbabwe (e.g., Samakande [5th—9th
century CE], Malumba [11th—14th century CE], and Khami [15th—17th century CE]) (Bvocho 2005;
Manyanga and Shenjere 2012; Mukwende et al. 2018); and northern and southwestern Zambia
(Kubondo Kumbo [8th—10th century CE], Ingombe Ilede [14th—15th century CE]), and the
Shashe-Limpopo basin, most notably the early capitals at Schroda [c. 900—1020 CE] and nearby
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K2 [1020—-1220 CE]) indicates that elephant ivory was potentially one of the main items used in
exchange for glass beads and other imported goods, including ceramics and metal ware
(Chirikure 2020; Forssman et al. 2014; Sinclair et al. 2012).

Figure 6. Thousands of ivory pieces were found in deposits at the site of KwaGandaGanda, South Africa. The site
was occupied from the 7th to 11th century CE. Most of the ivory working waste was found in a deposit dated to the
Tth century CE, suggesting the procurement and working of ivory was established from the beginning of the
settlement.

Source: Photo by Ashley Coutu; curated by the KwaZulu-Natal Museum, South Africa.

Based on this evidence, ivory was widely used locally and circulating within regional exchange
networks, with some locations perhaps specializing in the production of finished items. For
example, worked ivory waste and finished ivory bangles (figure 5) were found in multiple
deposits at the 15th-century capital of Khami, Zimbabwe (Mukwende et al. 2018; The Archaeology
of the Khami and Butua State). Perhaps some of the best examples are the thousands of fragments
of ivory from production waste (figure 6) recovered from sites in KwaZulu-Natal
(KwaGandaganda, Ndondondwane, Wosi), dating from the 7th to 10th century CE (Coutu et al.
2016). Stable isotope analyses of the ivory fragments confirmed that the ivory originated from
multiple sources in southern Africa, which suggests that elephants were hunted elsewhere and
their tusks brought to these sites, for the production ivory objects, especially bangles and armlets
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(figure 7). Unworked ivory sourced in the interior could have also been incorporated into larger
Indian Ocean exchange networks (perhaps through Chibuene on the Mozambique coast), as the
sites in KwaZulu-Natal also preserve evidence of trade with other regions in southern Africa
(copper, ostrich, eggshell beads) and across the Indian Ocean (glazed ceramics, glass beads).
Evidence from Kaitshaa on the edge of Makgadikgadi Pan, Botswana, where ivory was relatively
scarce in the pre-900-CE levels, despite the presence of numerous Zhizo-type glass beads, and
more common in the upper levels, suggests that ivory may have supplanted salt after this date as
the main trade commodity for the communities here (Denbow et al. 2015).

Figure 7. Elephantivory armband found at the site of KwaGandaGanda, South Africa in a layer dated to the 10th
century CE. The armband is 9.5 cm in diameter, 4.5 cm tall, and a maximum of 1 cm thick.

Source: Photo by Ashley Coutu; curated by the KwaZulu-Natal Museum, South Africa.

Transformations in International Trade in Elephant Ivory after 1500

Up to c. 1500 CE, some of the major sources of demand for African ivory were in India, China, and
the Middle East, and ivory was exported from different ports along the Indian Ocean seaboard,
from Lamu in the north (Thorbahn 1979; Ylvisaker 1982) to Mozambique Island and Sofala in the
south (Alpers 1975), including the regionally important settlements of Kilwa, Mombasa, and
Malindi. However, as Portuguese authority within the Zambezi valley strengthened during the
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16th and 17th centuries, Portuguese merchants began to take control of the southern dimensions
of this trade. Trade records show, for example, that during the 16th century, on average thirty
thousand pounds of ivory were exported from Sofala every year (Beachey 1967). Some of this
ivory was probably destined for the large ivory carving centers in Germany and the Low
Countries, and some for Asia, including the Portuguese enclave at Goa and to Spanish colonies in
the Philippines (Porras 2020). Archaeological evidence for this includes the find of several
elephant tusks on the site of a Portuguese shipwreck off Goa (Tripati and Godfrey 2007), and the
recovery of an assemblage of over three hundred carved ivory statues in the Hispano-Filipino
Christian style from the wreck of the Santa Margarita that sank off the Mariana Islands in the
Pacific during a voyage from Manila to Mexico in 1601 (Trusted 2013). Despite a Portuguese
presence at Kilwa and Mombasa and in other towns to the north, they had much less control over
the more northern trade routes, where, as Hakansson (2007, 145) notes, the trade remained
“embedded in multiplex social networks, political alliances and intermarriage” and procurement,
transport, and marketing of ivory was undertaken and controlled by communities living in the
interior of eastern Africa.

These communities included groups of specialized elephant hunters, including Waboni and
Wataa who inhabited the areas inland from the Lamu archipelago, northern Kenya, and the lower
Tana River valley and central Kenyan coastal zone, respectively, and the Athi in southern Kenya
and northern Tanzania (Stiles 1981). Groups such as these probably retained a largely hunting and
gathering existence within a broader mosaic of farming and herding populations but over time
became increasingly enmeshed in client-patron relationships with neighboring agricultural and
pastoralist communities. This certainly seems to have been the case for the Waboni, who from at
least c. 1500 CE were tied to the more economically and politically powerful pastoralist Oromo and
required to supply the latter with tribute payments of a tusk for each elephant they killed (Stiles
1981). Groups of specialized elephant hunters also emerged among nonforager societies,
including the Sukuma in western Tanzania and the Kamba—a Bantu-language speaking mixed
farming society that traces its origins to the slopes of Kilimanjaro but later settled in the Ulu Hills
(near what is now Machakos in Kenya) during the 16th century, before later shifting their focus of
settlement to Kitui in the following century (Ambler 1985).

As well as procuring their own ivory, Kamba traders also purchased ivory from other groups,
particularly neighboring pastoralists, and by the late 1700s their trading excursions had extended
as far north as Lake Turkana (Lamphear 1970). In the 19th century, and perhaps earlier, the more
successful traders used the profits from the ivory trade to build up their own cattle herds,
allowing them to convert their material wealth into social capital through the use of cattle as
bridewealth and in other exchange relationships (Ambler 1985; Hikansson 2007). An elaborate
prestige system, marked by the possession and ornamental use of ivory, as epitomized by a type
of ivory armband known as ngotho and worn by chiefs and other higher-status individuals
(Jackson 1977), also developed within Kamba society (Gooding 2020; Steinhart 2000).

In south-eastern Africa, the Yao were especially active as specialized traders, building on an older
tradition of more generalized long-distance trading, supplying the Portuguese at Mozambique
Island, Kilwa, and Mombasa with both ivory and slaves (Alpers 1976). With the capture of the
latter by Omani forces in 1698 and the departure of the Portuguese from Kilwa this precipitated,
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the flow of ivory from the interior to the coast was redirected southward. As a result, by the
middle of the 18th century, the ivory trade with Gujarat formed the mainstay of the colonial
economy of Mozambique (Alpers 1976).

Before the ascendancy of the Yao in the regional ivory trade, the expansion of the Maravi state in
the Malawi region was also associated with control over the hunting of elephants and the regional
and international trade in ivory from the 15th century. Excavations at the former capital site of
Mankhamba at the southern end of Lake Malawi suggest the trade reached its peak in the 17th
century. These excavations yielded almost five thousand individual elements of ivory, including
pieces of raw ivory, shavings, seventy ivory bangles, and three other worked pieces (Juwayeyi
2010). Imported goods obtained in exchange included Chinese porcelain, glazed ceramics, and
numerous glass beads, mostly of the Khami series and others of European origin. Finished copper
artefacts were also recovered, including necklaces made from copper wire, earrings, bangles,
fishhooks, and part of a copper bowl; these were likely obtained via exchange links with
communities to the west. Moreover, while the ivory may have been sourced locally, the Maravi
also had ties with the Luangwa Valley, Zambia, well-known for its high density of elephants
(Caughley and Goddard 1975).

The volume of ivory exported from West Africa also increased dramatically over the course of the
17th and 18th centuries, often in tandem with the expansion of the transatlantic slave trade
(Euro-African Trade Relations and Socioeconomic Development in West Africa, 1450—1900). The
Dutch, especially following the founding of the Dutch West India Company (West-Indische
Compagnie, or WIC) in 1621, were major importers (Vos 2021), as were the British, Portuguese,
and French, with each nation vying for control over different sections of the West African coast.
Both savanna and forest elephant could be found in different parts of the region, with forest
elephant especially common in the coastal areas of what became known as Ivory Coast. Some of
the European archival records of this trade, especially ship manifests and customs registers, have
been the focus of detailed study (Feinberg and Johnson 1982), and art historians have researched
the history of different traditions of ivory working (Bassani and Fagg 1988), including the
aforementioned Afro-Portuguese, or Sapi, ivories that were produced on the continent. There has
also been research on ivory carving that developed in Europe, such as in the port of Dieppe, where
most ivory from West Africa entered France (and even an actual elephant, which was presented to
Henry IV in 1591 [Colace and Maneuvrier 2018]). In marked contrast, research on the
archaeological dimensions of this trade remains limited, although some evidence has been
recovered from excavations at the coastal trading town of Elmina, Ghana (Coutu and Lane 2021,
DeCorse 2001). It is important to note that ivory, along with enslaved individuals, was also
exported overland via the central trans-Saharan caravan trade throughout this period at least to
the late 19th century (Johnson 1978), although related archaeological evidence is limited to a few
finds of ivory from Jagindi and Gandu Shira, Bauchi State, northeast Nigeria (Giade 2016).

Page 15 of 38

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Anthropology. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print
out a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Bodleian Libraries of the University of Oxford; date: 29 February 2024



The Trade, Use, and Circulation of Elephant Ivory in Sub-Saharan Africa over the Longue Durée

The lvory Commodity Chain in the 19th Century and Its Socioecological
Consequences

External demand for African elephant ivory further escalated around the middle of the 19th
century, and the focus of this demand shifted from India and the Far East to Europe and North
America. Customs records and related archives from Zanzibar, which by then was the main
trading center on the East African coast, indicate that the export value of ivory per frasila (c. 34
Ibs.) roughly tripled between the late 1820s and early 1870s, and then almost tripled again over
the next twenty years (see Hakansson 2004, 571, fig. 4). The volume of ivory exported from
Zanzibar also rose markedly over this period in response to rising demand in the metropolitan
centers of Europe and North America. Total ivory imports into the United Kingdom between 1790
and 1875 rose from around 125 tons to 670 tons per annum, with the sharpest increase occurring
after 1840 (Sheriff 1987). Not all of this was from eastern Africa; some came from other regions of
Africa, and some derived from India, although how much of this was obtained from Asian
elephants and how much was re-exported African elephant (Loxodonta sp.) is uncertain. By the
mid-19th century, however, eastern Africa was the greatest supplier, with exports being
channeled to Britain, mainland Europe, and the United States via two main redistribution centers
—Zanzibar and Khartoum. Eastern African ivory was desired over ivory from West Africa partly
because it is “softer,” making it more suitable for use in the manufacture of piano keys, combs,
and billiard balls, all increasingly desirable commodities among the burgeoning middle classes in
Europe and North America, along with a wide range of other classes of object (figures 8 and 9),
from scientific instruments to household decorations and clothing accessories (Kelly 2021).
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Figure 8. Carved ivory fan made in England in the 19th century CE.

Source: Courtesy of the Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford (PRM 1942.6.202.1).

Several factors triggered both the increased demand and the geographical shift in the main
markets away from Asia. These included technological developments related to the processing
and working of ivory, such as, for example, the invention and patenting of a mechanized system
for cutting ivory combs by Phineas Pratt, a goldsmith in the small hamlet of Deep River on the
lower Connecticut River, United States, in 1797. From this small invention, new ivory processing
industries developed, especially the manufacturing of piano keys. Two companies in Connecticut,
Pratt, Read in Deep River, and Comstock and Cheney in Ivoryton, were especially influential,
fueling local industrialization and labor migration (Chaiklin 2010; Malcarne 2001). The demand
for ivory was such that these companies had their own ivory buyers stationed on Zanzibar and
helped revive the shipping industry in Salem, Massachusetts, which became the main place of
ivory import on the American seaboard. This in turn saw the establishment of the very first
steam-powered cotton mill (as opposed to water-powered mills) constructed in the United
States. Known as the Naumkeag Steam Cotton Mill, this was built specifically to produce cotton
sheeting (known in East Africa as merikani) for use as one of the main commodities traded in
exchange for raw ivory (Northway 1954).
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Figure 9. Examples of 19th-century ivory rule blanks, now in the Hawley Collection, University of Sheffield.

Source: Photo by Ashley Coutu, with kind permission of the Hawley Collection.

Equally significant changes took place in eastern Africa. For example, Hakansson (2007, 143)
notes that the system changed over the course of the 19th century from a “decentralized

system . .. without any clearly defined exchange nodes to a pattern of well-defined trade routes
and nodal points of commerce.” As part of this process, new forms of labor relations emerged as
individuals and groups differently situated within these exchange networks began to specialize
(Rempel 1998; Money and Currency in African History). These new roles, some of which were
either seasonal or temporary while others were more long-term, included working as caravan
porters (especially Nyamwezi from north-central Tanzania) (Rockel 2006), local middlemen
(e.g., Kamba), and specialist elephant hunters (e.g., Waboni, Sukuma). The era also saw the rise in
prominence of several local caravan leaders, of whom the most famous was Hamed bin
Muhammed el-Murjeb (1832-1905), also known as Tippu Tip (Gooding 2020), whose trading
station in the Congo has been located and partially excavated (Arazi et al. 2020).

The large size of the caravans, which by the later 19th century could number over two thousand
individuals, meant that opportunities arose for communities along the main caravan routes to
produce a surplus to feed passing caravans. Scholars (for synopses, see Hakansson 2007, 2004;
Lane 2010) have argued that by intensifying agricultural production through the introduction of
terracing, irrigation, and manuring systems, inland villages could obtain access to some of the
imported trade goods (most commonly, cloth, brass wire, and glass beads), or use the profits
from the exchange of foodstuff as a way of accumulating livestock (for a specific example, see
Petek and Lane 2017). On the savannah plains, Maasai herders may have also changed their herd
management system to the kind of specialized and exclusive pastoralism for which they are
known today (Hdkansson 2004).

Strategies aimed at intensifying food production were not without environmental risks, however.
In the 1890s, for example, parts of Gikuyuland and Ulu, Central Kenya, were providing hundreds
of tons of provisions and faced local food shortages as a result (Ambler 1985). Scholars have also
argued that agricultural intensification and the build-up of livestock herds to supply passing
trade caravans had the effect of initiating severe soil erosion, such as in Gogoland and Kondoa,
Central Tanzania (Christiansson 1981). However, early 21st-century archaeological and
geoarchaeological research has highlighted that the correlation between the initiation of
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agricultural intensification, severe erosion, and the expansion of the caravan trade is far from
straightforward (Heckmann 2014; Iles et al. 2018; Lane 2009). Likewise, archaeological research
at former caravan halts has shown that the 19th-century expansion of the caravan trade was
accommodated by some communities without significant changes to herd management
strategies (Biginagwa and Lane 2021).

The links between the expansion of demand for East African ivory and changes to the nature and
scale of enslavement in the region and the trade in enslaved individuals have long been
recognized (Alpers 1975; Beachey 1967; Sheriff 1987), and integrated archaeological research in
Tsavo, south-eastern Kenya has highlighted the combined impacts on the distribution and
structure of settlements, livelihood strategies, and social and political organization (Kusimba
2004). Whereas in the Tsavo area the growth of the trade in ivory and enslaved people appears to
have precipitated the collapse of preexisting social structures (Kusimba et al. 2005), the increase
in the volume and frequency of trade during the 19th century has also been forwarded as a driver
of political centralization in some areas, such as among the Chagga, Mount Kilimanjaro,
Tanzania. Although here, more recent assessment has cautioned against such correlations, given
the dearth of targeted archaeological studies (Stump and Tagseth 2009).

Shifts in the international demand for ivory and local trade dynamics occurred during the second
half of the 19th century, leading to a heightened trade between the East African coast and parts of
the interior as far inland as Lake Victoria and Lake Tanganyika, facilitated also by the increased
availability of firearms. By the 1890s, 75 percent of the global trade in elephant ivory was passing
through Zanzibar (Beachey 1967), for example. Precise estimates of the number of elephants
killed each year to sustain this trade are variable, as there are few records that document either
when and where elephants were hunted, or the actual number of animals killed on a particular
hunting trip. Consequently, ivory tonnage recorded as either exports from different ports or
imports into a particular port, or some combination of these, is typically used as a proxy based on
estimates of mean tusk mass (Milner-Gulland and Beddington 1993; Milner-Gulland and Mace
1991). Estimates nonetheless vary, with suggestions ranging from around eight thousand to
thirty thousand tusks per annum being transported between mainland Tanzania and Zanzibar
(Beachey 1967; Hakansson 2004; Spinage 1973; Thorbahn 1979), and hence between four
thousand and fifteen thousand elephants potentially being killed each year in this area alone.
Based on such figures, over the course of the 19th century, and especially from 1840 onward when
the trade escalated (Sheriff 1987), the combined East African elephant population may have been
reduced from twenty-four million to just four million. Historical records suggest that this
reduction began closest to the East African coast, extending progressively to the interior between
c.1840 and 1890 (Hakansson 2004; Thorbahn 1979). Isotopic analyses of ivory pieces known to
have been exported from East Africa lend support to these reconstructions, although elephant
populations do not appear to have been totally extirpated from the coastal belt, as some scholars
have argued previously (Coutu et al. 2016).

As Thorbahn (1979) and Hakansson (2004) have argued, the scale of extraction of elephants,
given their role as ecological architects, would have resulted in significant landscape
transformations with impacts across most trophic levels. When present in large numbers, for
example, elephants help sustain open savannah habitats. Once elephants are removed, all other
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factors being equal, such habitats become more wooded (Guldemond and van Aarde 2008). A
possible impact on local populations following the large-scale removal of elephants, therefore,
may have been an increased prevalence of tsetse fly (which prefers bushy environments) and a
corresponding increase in trypanosomiasis—thereby potentially limiting opportunities for cattle
herding—and sleeping sickness (Kjekshus 1996). Conversely, where elephants were present in
large numbers, their effect of limiting tree growth would have made the same areas attractive for
pastoralists, as may have been the case at different times in Amboseli, southern Kenya (Githumbi
et al. 2018). It is clear, however, that the interactions between these multiple variables were
complex, and many more local studies drawing on archaeological, geoarchaeological, and
palaeoecological data are needed that also recognize the agency of the various local actors
involved, the selective and changing nature of their consumption practices and desires to access
imported trade goods (Pallaver 2009; Money and Currency in African History), and their global
repercussions (Prestholdt 2008).

Ivories from Shipwrecks and Urban Contexts in Europe and North America

One obvious consequence of the increased supply of ivory worldwide from c. 1500 CE is that pieces
of unworked elephant tusks, ivory working debris, and finished objects made from ivory either
known to have been derived from Africa or believed to have originated there have been recovered
from numerous archaeological contexts in Europe, North America (largely from the late 18th
century onward), and elsewhere. No synthesis of these different collections is available, however,
and most research has focused on the 19th-century material believed to have derived from East
Africa. Many of the discoveries made on European sites come from commercial archaeology
projects undertaken in large urban contexts, such as London, Sheffield, Hamburg, Lisbon, and
Paris, where ivory markets, workshops, and industries are known to have existed, and finds
reports on these materials are typically only available in reports that are not always available in
the public domain, or in museum inventories.

An important exception to this rule of thumb is Amsterdam, where an attempt has been made to
synthesize information concerning ivory industries in the 17th century recovered from
excavations across the city. African elephant ivory became increasingly available in the Dutch
Republic during the 17th and 18th centuries, especially following the capture of the West African
fort of ElImina by the Dutch West India Company (WIC) in 1637. Between 1676 and 1731, for
example, 2,955,533 pounds of ivory are recorded as having been shipped from Elmina by the WIC
(Rijkelijkhuizen et al. 2015). This is likely an underestimate of the total quantity entering the
Netherlands over this period, as both elephant and hippopotamus ivory (not recorded officially)
are known to have been smuggled, and also carried, by private traders. Two categories of elephant
tusks were distinguished based on their size and weight—smaller scrivellos (crevellen) weighing
between 4.6 and 7.9 1b., and larger “teeth” (tanden), weighing between 29.6 and 41.4 1b. Some of
this ivory was re-exported to Asia and other parts of Europe, with the rest used by diverse groups
of crafts including comb, knife, and furniture makers. Excavations across Amsterdam have led to
the recovery of a wide range of ivory objects and associated manufacturing debris, among them
around two hundred knife handles and four hundred combs, providing important insights into
the organization and spatial distribution of these craft industries and the manufacturing
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techniques involved in processing different kinds of ivory and other osseous materials
(Rijkelijkhuizen 2009). Preliminary efforts have also been made to try to identify the more
specific geographical origins of some of this ivory using stable isotope analysis (Rijkelijkhuizen et
al. 2015).

There have also been a few studies focusing on specific ivory finds in European contexts. These
include the use of aDNA analysis on an ivory chess piece from a site in Belgium dated from the
10th to 13th century CE, which determined it had originated from an elephant from an eastern
African savanna (Goffette et al. 2021). Similar research using aDNA undertaken on an elephant
molar tooth dated to the 18th century CE found in a riverbed in Portugal indicates it was sourced
from an elephant that had lived in either West or West-Central Africa (Psonis et al. 2020).

Aside from urban contexts where ivory from Africa is known to have been worked, shipwreck
cargoes are a potentially rich, and underinvestigated, source of information concerning the ebb
and flow of ivory exports from the African continent, their global circulation, and changes in the
possible geographical origins of ivory entering particular markets. With the expansion of
underwater archaeology in the early 21st century, more examples are now known. Some, such as
the 17th-century wreck of a Portuguese vessel on Sunchi reef near Goa, India, were carrying
hippopotamus ivory as well as complete elephant tusks (Tripati and Godfrey 2007); others appear
to have been carrying ivory in bulk, such as the early 18th-century British wreck (BH-001) off
Faial Island in the Azores, from which 101 ivory tusks (including some with incised marks)
between 0.98 and 6.1 feet in length were recovered (Bettencourt and Carvalho 2011).

Thirteen elephant tusks, presumed to be exported from the Netherlands, and some 103 other
pieces of ivory were found in the wreck of the Dutch East Indiaman Vergulde Draeck, which struck
areef close to the Southland about 75 miles north of Perth, Australia in 1656 (Green 1977). The
largest of the tusks measured 6.2 feet, with others measuring between 5.2 and 5 feet in length. In
the 17th century, ivory was the third most important cargo (in terms of weight) carried by Dutch
East India Company (VOC) ships to the Indies, and annual requisitions averaged in value around
forty thousand Amsterdamse pondt between 1634 and 1664, and at times amounted to as much as
ninety thousand Amsterdamse pondt (Green 1977).

Several elephant tusks have also been recovered from the seabed around Half Moon Reef in the
Pelsaert Group of the Houtman Abrolhos Island, Western Australia (Green 2015). These may have
come from the Zeewijk, a VOC retourschip that left Middelburg in November 1726 bound for
Batavia in the Dutch East Indies but was wrecked on Half Moon Reef in June 1727. However,
between 1720 and 1729, the VOC was not exporting ivory from the Netherlands, so if the tusks do
derive from the Zeewijk then they were being carried illegally. Determining which vessel was
carrying the ivory is further complicated by the presence of several other wrecks in the vicinity.
Hence, it is possible these tusks were from another vessel, possibly the Aagtekerke, another VOC
ship that is known to have been officially authorized to carry ivory from East Africa
(Mozambique) via the Cape to the Indies during this period. The Aagtekerke left the Cape of Good
Hope on January 27, 1726, bound for Batavia, but never arrived. It is known from archival records
to have been loaded with ivory, most probably a consignment brought from Mozambique on the
brigantine Feynoord in October 1725. It is possible that the Aagtekerke was also wrecked on Half
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Moon Reef, and the recovered tusks were part of this legal consignment. However, since other
European ships are believed to have been wrecked in the vicinity, possibly including another VOC
vessel, the Fortuin, which left the Cape in January 1724 for Batavia but never arrived, the tusks
may derive from one of these vessels (Green 2018). Early 21st-century ancient DNA analyses of
samples taken from some of the tusks recovered here and those known to have come from the
Vergulde Draeck could provide further insights to determine the origins of these cargos.

Other reported shipwrecks with ivory include a 16th-century Portuguese ndu, or carrack, located
off Ras Ngomeni, c. 17 miles north of Malindi, Kenya (Bita 2018); IDM3, a 17th-century
Portuguese vessel that sank off Mozambique Island (Mirabal 2007); and the British ship Child
Harold, sailing from Bombay to London and carrying 1,336 pieces of ivory, cotton, deer horns,
pearl shells, and cardamom, which was wrecked off Dassen Island, South Africa, in February 1850
(Tripati and Godfrey 2007; Turner 1988). Another example is the Danish-Norwegian ship
Fredensborg, which was involved in the triangular trade between Europe, West Africa, and the
Caribbean, and was wrecked off the Island of Arendal in Norway in 1768 carrying slaves, from
which at least 2044 lbs. of elephant tusks and an unspecified quantity of hippopotamus ivory
were recovered during excavations (Svalesen 2000).

Ivory fragments and even whole tusks are reported to have been dragged up by fishermen in their
nets during the 1930s off the Saint Quay Islands in Brittany (France), and it seems probable these
came from the wreck of an early 18th-century vessel subsequently located and investigated
between 1987 and 2003. While no further traces of ivory apart from a piece of medical equipment
have been recovered, other finds (including a brass manilla) point to trade connections with West
Africa (Herry 2004). Ivory that might have originally been on board the ship could have either
been disturbed by currents or could have substantially decayed. Organic materials such as bone
and ivory are often attacked by bacteria and other marine organisms in the underwater
environment, which can lead to complete decay (Albéric et al. 2014).

Elsewhere, ninety elephant tusks were found on the remains of the VOC ship Risdam, wrecked in
1727 near Mersing on the east coast of Malaysia, although these may have been of southeast Asian
origin (Green 1986). Another Dutch ship, the Aanloop Molengat, sank between 1635 and c. 1648 off
Texel on the Dutch coast carrying a rich cargo including woolen textiles, leather, lead ingots,
barrels of rolled tin, wrought-iron bars, and elephant ivory. The wreck was excavated between
1985 and 1999, and three tusks were recovered, one of which had a diameter of 5.1 inches, likely
indicating it derived from an African rather than an Asian elephant (Maarleveld and Overmeer
2012).

By far the most significant early 21st-century discovery is that of the remains of the wreck of the
Bom Jesus, a Portuguese ship that sank off the coast of Namibia in 1533 carrying over one hundred
elephant tusks (Chirikure et al. 2010; Werz 2010). This wreck is remarkable not only due to the
forty tons of cargo preserved (Hauptmann et al. 2016; Werz 2015), from copper ingots to gold
coins, but also in the way that it was discovered, during offshore diamond mining operations on
the southern coast of Namibia. The Bom Jesus was a Portuguese ndu designed for carrying goods
to India, and this example was recorded as lost at sea before rounding the Cape of Good Hope in
1533 (Xavier 1989). Using a combination of ancient DNA and stable isotope analyses, de Flamingh
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et al. (2020) found that the tusks (figure 10) on board the Bom Jesus were from at least seventeen
different herds of forest elephants from two regions in West Africa, with genetic diversity not
present in today’s populations. Additionally, some of the elephants lived in mixed savannah
habitats outside of deep tropical forests, similar to how West African forest elephants roam into
savannah habitats today. Information such as this on past patterns of movement provides
insights that can be used to inform contemporary conservation strategies for the remaining
elephant populations in these regions (Mondol et al. 2015).

Figure 10. Elephant tusks excavated from deposits in Oranjemund, Namibia, containing the remains of the
Portuguese ship Bom Jesus, which vanished in 1533 CE. One hundred tusks from elephants hunted in multiple
regions of West Africa were part of the cargo of the ship, when it sank en route to India.

Source: Photo courtesy of the National Museum of Namibia.

As a final note, most of the other shipwreck ivories listed here have not been verified as to
whether they originated from African or Asian elephants, and we should be mindful that ivory of
all three species of elephant (Loxodonta africana, Loxodonta cyclotis, and Elephas maximus) was in
circulation, and thus all three species might be represented in these shipwreck finds along with
ivory from other species. Two hippopotamus tusks, for example, were recovered from the wreck
of the Santo Antonio de Tanna, a Portuguese ndu that sank in 1697 during an engagement with the
Turkish Ottoman navy opposite Fort Jesus, Mombasa, Kenya (Piercy 1981).
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Big Game Hunting, Natural History Collections, and Elephant Conserva-
tion

With the expansion of European colonization on the African continent, further transformations
in the value and significance of elephant ivory—and elephants themselves—began to occur. As
big game hunting became widespread, elephant tusks and skulls came to be prized as hunting
trophies to be displayed proudly, sometimes alongside other elephant body parts, on the walls of
homes, private clubs, and municipal buildings in Europe, North America, and in European
settings in Africa. Living elephants became sources of education as well as entertainment (Cowie
2012), featuring in zoos and international exhibitions (Bondeson 2014), and their representation
in the form of chryselephantine sculpture was even used to celebrate Belgium’s imperial project
(Flynn 1997). Businesses involved in the manufacture of goods using ivory also sometimes
displayed complete tusks (and visual representations of these) as a way of expressing an aspect of
their corporate identity, as in the case of the Sheffield cutlery firm of Joseph Rodgers and Sons,
which displayed several large, complete tusks on their main office stairway (Rodgers n.d.).
Broadly concurrently, with the growth in public interest in natural history and the popularization
of science during the Victorian era (Yanni 2005), museums across Europe and America sought to
acquire both tusks and complete elephant skeletons for display. Perhaps the most iconic example
is the famous Kilimanjaro tusks, now in the Natural History Museum in London and believed to
be the largest pair of elephant tusks still in existence (Hill 1957). In the early 21st century these
kinds of natural history specimens are valued less as curios and objects of wonderment and more
for their inherent information value about the lives of elephants (Coutu 2015), their genetic
histories (Wandeler et al. 2007), and potential contributions to education, conservation, science,
and addressing wildlife crime (Dorfman 2018; Good et al. 2019; Poumie et al. 2021), among other
themes.

While the legitimate trade in African elephant ivory continued throughout the colonial period and
beyond, until international bans on its sale began to be introduced from 1989 under CITES (the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora), the future of
Africa’s elephants had already become a matter of ecological anxiety by the late 19th century
(Lane 2019). As part of these anxieties, new legislation governing wildlife was introduced, often
criminalizing indigenous people who relied on hunting for their livelihoods (Steinhart 1989), and
large areas of land were gazetted as national parks and game reserves from which indigenous
communities were evicted and forcibly excluded (MacKenzie 1988; Colonial Wildlife Conservation
and National Parks in Sub-Saharan Africa). Ivory’s value once again began to shift, no longer
something to be desired in itself but rather something to be left attached to elephants and
integral to the survival of their species. While restrictions on the legitimate movement of ivory
have intensified following additional agreements under CITES, this has not halted the illicit trade
in ivory, however, with new hubs, actors, and networks emerging in response (Gossmann 2009;
Huang et al. 2020). At the same time, different state actors have responded differently to how to
deal with their vast stockpiles of confiscated and collected ivory, with some, such as Kenya,
opting for high profile acts of deliberate destruction and others, such as Botswana, choosing
more creative repurposing of ivory in the form of public works of art (Walker 2009; Somerville
2016).
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Conclusion

Humans have utilized and exchanged ivory from different species of elephant living on the
African continent for millennia, and since at least 4,500 years ago ivory sourced on the continent
has been steadily acquired through long-distance trade and exchange by people living in other
parts of the world. The ways of working ivory, the uses to which it has been put, and its symbolic
and representational meanings have all varied according to context across space and time.
Different agents have played diverse and varying roles in its acquisition, crafting, and
distribution. Archaeological records of this deep history are also highly variable, partly owing to
preservation factors and challenges associated with the correct identification of worked pieces
purely by visual examination. The earliest evidence for the use of ivory, although elusive and
comparatively rare, suggests that our immediate ancestors recognized its malleability and
comparative strength, and both aspects of ivory’s materiality have continued to be important
factors behind its acquisition and transformation. Ivory’s color and texture, as well as variations
in its structure along the length of a tusk and between species, have been similarly critical aspects
of its material affordances, attracting and sustaining human interest in ivory and making it
highly desirable. Such desires have found expression across the continent and beyond in diverse
ways, with ivory at times shaped to serve overtly utilitarian goals, such as points used in hunting,
but also decorative roles in the form of bangles and other kinds of body ornaments, and as sacred
and ritual objects and elite symbols. Unworked tusks have at times also served some of these
roles, and it seems unlikely that African elephant ivory has ever (or only rarely so) been
considered as simply another “raw material.” It is the material properties of ivory that have made
it so amenable to aesthetic and symbolic elaboration, to the undoubted pleasure of countless
humans over the course of history and the equally undoubted misfortune of elephants
themselves. At least one sub-species of elephant on the continent has been hunted to extinction
within the last two millennia, and the future of both extant species seems increasingly precarious.

As explored in this article, researching ivory, whether from African elephants or other species,
can never be just about the material and the different artefact types and artefact components it
has been used to produce, although these provide the obvious starting point. From its very first
exploitation, ivory has been embedded in operational chains connecting different actors and
agents in diverse and variable ways with each other and with the original providers of ivory—
elephants. Over time, such networks of connection have become increasingly entangled, with
ivory touching the lives of individuals in very different ways and with different material and
emotional consequences. Archaeological research on the African continent can play a critical role
in expanding understanding of the shifting nature of these connections and their spatial and
temporal extents. Emerging bioarchaeological research, especially in the fields of ancient DNA
and paleo-proteomics (Archaeozoology: Methods), is also transforming understanding of the
identification and provenance of ivory recovered from archaeological sites in Africa and
elsewhere around the world. Yet, as highlighted here, other disciplines bring additional insights
to bear and enrich our understanding of these histories. Multiple spatial and temporal gaps in
current knowledge of the scale and nature of the exploitation and circulation of elephant ivory on
the continent and its trade with the wider world remain to be filled, and multi-sited and
multidisciplinary efforts to achieve this are called for. Ultimately, such approaches also need to
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return to consideration of the consequences of millennia of exploitation and increasingly
overexploitation of ivory for the continent’s two surviving species, through the adoption of
posthumanist perspectives and ethics that recognize their rights as “unruly beasts” (Donaldson
and Kymlicka 2011), as well as ours, in a shared universe.
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