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Introduction:  
 

In 1938 Amedeo Maiuri, as Superintendent of Archaeology at Pompeii, made an 

unprecedented discovery that remains a unicum: a small ivory statuette of extraordinary 

craftsmanship, presumed to have been imported from India during the height of Roman and 

Indian trade in the first century AD.  Scholars knew from the textual sources that trade had 

flourished for centuries between Rome and Arabia, India, and with India as a conduit, China. 

Roman objects excavated at Indian sites such as Arikamedu, Kolhapur, Pattanam, etc, 

highlighted that bustling commercial relationship.  However, the droves of spices, cloth, wood 

and gems that the ancient writers and the Periplus Maris Erythraei reported as having been 

exported from India to Rome had long vanished or become impossible to provenance. Some 

luxurious ivory ornaments had been found, but none pinpointed Indian craftsmanship.  

Instead, MaiuriÕs intricately carved 24-cm tall female figure, securely traceable to India 

prior to AD 79, is the best, if not only, ancient Indian object found on Roman soil, to date.  In the 

80 years since its discovery, research on this object has been sporadic. Many art historians still 

do not know of its existence. The Thesis attempts to reconstruct the path from creator to end user 

in a cosmopolitan world, imagining the 6000 km journey the statuette might have made from 

India to Pompeii, updating iconography and function debates, and putting the find spot debate to 

rest. Moreover, this paper highlights specific artifacts in the storerooms of the National 

Archaeological Museum of Naples as well as interesting footnotes in previously published 

papers that could benefit from fresh study. This paper attempts to rectify the misperception that 

lack of artifacts in the West signifies lack of activity, creating a fuller picture of this unusual 

object, a fascinating testament to the avid exchange among prosperous civilizations two thousand 

years ago. 
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Chapter One Ð The Statuette and its Discovery: 
 

Discovery 

Pompeii was founded by the Oscans in the eighth century BC and was controlled by a 

number of different cultures until it was absorbed by Rome at the beginning of the third century 

BC.1 When it finally became a Roman colony in 89 BC, it received the name Colonia Cornelia 

Veneria Pompeianorum Ð named after Sulla, the General who captured it during the Social Wars, 

and Venus, the patron goddess of the city.2 A city of perhaps 12,000 to 20,000 people, Pompeii 

was destroyed by a massive volcanic eruption. Over the course of three fateful days in August 

(or October) AD 79, Mount Vesuvius deposited 4-6 meters (13-20 feet) of ash and debris and 

silenced up to 2,000 of its residents forever.3 The site was re-discovered in 1592 by Domenico 

Fontana, but not recognized as ancient ÒPompeiiÓ until nearby Herculaneum was also 

discovered, in 1709.4 The Bourbon kings who ruled Naples at the time conducted the first 

systematic excavations at Pompeii in 1748.5 After the unification of Italy in 1870, digging 

steadily accelerated and continues today. In 1912, Vittorio Spinazzola led excavations at 

Pompeii, uncovering the decumanus maximus, the principal east-west road of the town, which 

has since been named the via dellÕAbbondanza, or "Street of Abundance," after the 

personification of Abundance that graced the most beautiful public fountain along that important 

                                                
1 Joanne Berry, The Complete Pompeii (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 72-78. 
2 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 84, Sulla was nicknamed Epaphroditus (Aphrodite's beloved); see Plutarch, Sulla 
19.9. Hence the Temple of Venus was a favorite of SullaÕs, and from that time Venus became Pompeii's tutelary 
goddess.  
3 An inscription found in 2018 lent weight to an already growing theory that the eruption was not August AD 79, but 
October AD 79. Pliny the YoungerÕs letters were discovered in 1400Õs, but there seems to have been a medieval 
transcription error. This re-dating has been brewing since at least 2007, Berry, The Complete Pompeii, pages 20 and 
25. Re: number killed Ð Mary Beard. Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town. (London: Profile, 2008), 4 and 10 said, 
1100 unearthed as of 2008, with a quarter of Pompeii yet unexplored. She says Òlikely 2,000Ó died, of a population 
of 6,000-30,000. 
4 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 36-37. 
5 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 40-41. 
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street.6 His team also uncovered the fa•ade of Region I, Insula 8 from under a meter and a half of 

soil, but did not go further.7 Spinazzola served as Director for a dozen years but was outspoken 

against the new Fascist government and lost the post in 1923.8 Amedeo Maiuri, who had been 

working at Greek archaeological sites and museums since 1913, took charge of the excavations 

at Pompeii and Herculaneum in 1924, and remained the Superintendent until 1961.9 Many 

important discoveries were made under his aegis, bolstered until the end of WWII by Benito 

MussoliniÕs desire to align himself with ItalyÕs imperial roots. 

Excavations of Insula 8 were re-initiated in 1936, and in 1938, the ivory figure (Fig. 1 Ð 

in pieces) was found. The house, I.8.5, henceforth known as the ÒHouse of the Indian Statuette,Ó 

faced the via dell'Abbondanza. Maiuri reported that the statue was found on Òslightly disturbed 

groundÓ at the back of the house, away from the street, in the corner of what had been the 

peristyle, along with a scattering of other household furnishings in bronze, glass and terracotta, 

and Òimprints of a chest and a typical wooden closetÓ that one assumes once contained the 

items.10  

The statuette was restored by Armando Mancini, whom Maiuri cites as having done 

Òexcellent work on the Piceno ivories.Ó11 After careful study, Maiuri concluded the statue was 

made in ancient India and brought to Pompeii before the eruption. In 1939, announcement of the 

startling discovery was made in Le Arti, the art bulletin of the Italian Ministry of Culture, and 

                                                
6 For Spinazzola see Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 57. For fountain, according to Stefano Giuntoli, Pompei, 
Firenze, Casa Editrice Bonechi, 1995, 71, it was not Abundance but Concordia Augusta. Beard, Pompeii: The Life of 
a Roman Town, 20 says Abundance. 
7 Vincenzina Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine 
socio-economica,Ó Rivista di Studi Pompeiani III (1989): 185.  
8 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 57. 
9 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 53. Trecanni says ÒNel 1924 fu nominato soprintendente alle Antichitˆ della 
Campania, con competenze anche su parte del Lazio meridionale, dellÕattuale Molise, della Basilica occidentale.Ó 
10 Amedeo Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó Le Arti (1939): 111. 
11 Author wrote to the MANN archives to check details of restoration and to learn more about Mancini Ð for 
example, the same Mancini lauded by Spinazzola in 1914? - no answer as of publication date. 
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included photographs of the 24 cm (9.4 inches) tall, heavily ornamented but otherwise nude 

statue, before and after restoration.12 (Fig. 2 and 3) The statue was later displayed - and can still 

be seen today - in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli (National Archaeology Museum 

of Naples, abbreviated as the MANN), also under MaiuriÕs auspices. The exaggerated femininity, 

typical of the Indian style, and brazen nudity, bare except for her hair and jewels, landed the 

figure in the ÒSecret Cabinet,Ó with other Pompeian and Herculanean artifacts deemed too erotic 

for public consumption, such as the statue of the god Pan copulating with a goat, frescoed sex 

scenes between men and women, phallus-shaped bronze oil lamps etc. Perhaps because of her 

diminutive size or perhaps because the ÒcabinetÓ was not fully open to the public until the year 

2000, research on the figurine has been sparse.13 The statue is extraordinary, however, and merits 

study, because, though heavy trade between ancient Rome and India was attested by 

contemporary maps and authors, the majority of materials imported to Rome from those lands 

were organic (e.g. spices, textiles and wood), and have perished, or were gems and precious 

stones which are now impossible to provenance.14 This little ivory carved by Indian artisans has, 

on the other hand, survived. 

 

Description 

The ivory figurine is 24 cm (or 9 ! inches) long from head to foot, 5 cm wide, and 6 cm 

deep. It is made from ivory, a material that was considered luxurious and exotic even before 

                                                
12 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 111-115, plates 42-45. 
13 Secret Cabinet history - Victoria C. Gardner Coates, Kenneth D. S. Lapatin, Jon L. Seydl, The Last Days of 
Pompeii: Decadence, Apocalypse, Resurrection (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012), 62-64 
14 For trade, The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, a 1st century merchant guidebook, and Peutingeriana, a medieval 
copy of an ancient Roman itinerary, as well as some of those authors, will be described below. 
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Roman times, presumed to be Indian and elephantine, and carved from one tusk block.15 From 

the front we can observe that the figure has a rounded and youthful face, with strong eyebrows, 

open eyes and a slight smile. Her hair is parted in the middle with a chudamani - a head 

ornament designed in a lotus shape, almost like a very large bindi.16  

The figure's head and gaze are turned slightly to the proper left. She has large, round, and 

upright breasts, a very narrow waist, and a hairless pudenda. Her right arm reaches behind her 

head, opening her body to the viewer. She is barefoot and nude except for elaborate jewelry Ð the 

chudamani, a thick necklace that reaches almost to her waist, numerous bangles from elbow to 

wrist (with the ones at the wrist much thicker), and numerous bangles from calf to ankle (again, 

with the ones at the ankle much thicker). Her left leg is extended slightly forward and crosses in 

front of her right leg, while her left hip is, counter-intuitively, jutting out. She wears a little belt 

around her hips. The elaborate hairstyle, which covers the figure's entire back, can be glimpsed 

even from the front, as it swings to her right, seeming to be in movement.  

From her hips to her feet, the figure is flanked by two attendants. Their smiling faces turn 

slightly forward to the viewer. They are also depicted from head to toe, but as miniature versions 

of their mistress. Their genitals, again, are hairless and clearly defined, but they have less 

voluptuous breasts.17 They wear similar bangles on their forearms and ankles. The attendant to 

                                                
15 ÒOne block of ivory,Ó Sanjyot Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory 
Statuettes from Pompeii and Ter,Ó in South Asian Archaeology 1991, ed. Adalbert J. Gail and Gerd J. R. Mevissen 
(Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1993) 534. See also Kenneth D. S. Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the 
Ancient Mediterranean World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 7-8. 
16 Moti Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó Bulletin of the Prince of Wales Museum of Western India, no 6 (1957-
1959), 25. Chandreyi Basu, "The Heavily Ornamented Female Figure from Pompeii," Fascino Dell'oriente Nelle 
Collezioni E Nei Musei D'Italia, a Cura Di Beatrice Palma Venetucci (2010): 59 says lotuses were considered to be 
symbols of the cyclical nature of creation and the perfect embodiment of the cosmos. A bindi, meaning "point, drop, 
dot or small particle" is a colored dot worn on the center of the forehead, mostly by Hindus and Jains. The word 
dates back to the hymn of creation in the Rigveda Ð symbolizing the point at which creation begins. It is also 
described as the Òthird eyeÓ in the form of a transparent lotus. 
17 Perhaps to indicate their youth, Basu, "The Heavily Ornamented Female Figure from Pompeii," 60 quoting Vinod 
P. Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone Carvings from the Earliest to the Modern Times 
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the main figureÕs right holds a rectangular box in her upturned left hand, while the attendant to 

the main figureÕs left holds two conical objects with spiral design in her upturned right hand.18 

These objects provide a frame to the main figureÕs exposed vulva. On the same ÒforwardÓ side as 

the upturned hands, the attendants wear sashes hanging down their thighs. 

The carving on the back of the main figure is also elaborate and detailed, which leads one 

to conclude the object was meant to be seen in the round. The main figureÕs right leg and foot 

can be seen (though the back foot is not as clearly defined as the front one), as well as the 

bangled arm and legs of the flanking attendants who are barefoot and hold the pleats of their 

scanty garments. Mimicking the main figure, they have something protruding from their ears, 

which looks like a hair flip but might be earrings. The hair of the main figure is braided and 

coiled in a wide serpentine fashion that reaches her waist, with at least one decorative object 

inserted, in the shape of a flower.19  

When studying the object at length, one notices some oddities. The main figureÕs 

necklace does not continue all the way around the neck, but seems to emerge from two rosette-

shaped buds at her clavicle. Her left arm is bent at the elbow and seems to be cupping something 

that is protruding slightly - many scholars have interpreted this as an earring, though not all 

agree.20 In addition, there is a long, stick-like projectile emerging from the left side of and behind 

her head. If one were not able to see the back of the statue one might think this is a poorly 

                                                                                                                                                       
(Delhi: Agam Prakashan, 1976), but in reality, on page 65 Dwivedi says Òhe was more likely limited or handicapped 
in expression by the material.Ó 
18 For the rectangular box, Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó 26, says the first figure might be holding a jewel 
casket or wine bottle. Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone Carvings from the Earliest to the 
Modern Times, 65 felt it was not wine, but agreed it could be (jewel or) more likely, cosmetic/toiletries. 
19 Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory Statuettes from Pompeii and 
Ter,Ó 533 says: Òflower-like festoons, and a central rosette.Ó Patil (on telephone) says women in India put flowers in 
their hair the same way today. The Hindi word for braid or plait is veni. 
20 Elisabeth C. L. During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional 
Use,Ó in South Asian Archaeology 1979, ed. Herbert Hartel, (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1979), 343 and 347 
says maybe earring on the right side, but does not believe the protrusion on the left is an earring, feels it is part of the 
stabilizing aspect for an object above. 
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restored arm (Indian goddesses are often depicted with multiple arms), but as her right arm is 

raised and bent behind her, with her right hand clearly touching her left scapula, the viewer 

wonders - what is this strange protrusion, and might it have served a function? Near her right calf 

there is a gap in the ivory, whereas the left-hand side is completely solid - was the statue this way 

in antiquity, or is this imbalance due to lack of restoration materials?21 

Furthermore, when the figure is observed from above (Fig. 4), one can see there is a hole 

in the middle of the cranium. Studies have shown that this cavity reaches halfway down the 

figure.22 From this, scholars have assessed that the statue functioned as a kind of handle - for a 

mirror, perhaps - or in any case as the lower part of a larger object into which it was inserted.23 

 

MaiuriÕs Analysis 

On the bottom of the figure, not visible at the current museum display, there is a trident-

shaped symbol called a trisula. (Fig. 5) Paleographers assessed it was the word ÒSIÓ written in a 

Karoshthi script.  This secured the Indian provenance as the script was common in the Kushan 

territory, including the lands that are now Pakistan and Afghanistan, from the third century BC 

until the third century AD.24  Maiuri attested that the symbol could be alluding to ShivaÕs trident, 

specifically, or prayer generally, but because it was hidden under the plank of the base, he felt it 

                                                
21Author tried to get the restoration records from the MANN archives, still awaiting response. 
22 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 111, also During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from 
Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 343 and many others. 
23 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112; During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from 
Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use;Ó Stanislaw Czuma, "A Unique Addition to the School of 
Kashmiri Ivories," The Bulletin of the Cleveland Museum of Art 75, no. 8 (1988): 298. 
24 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112. Dr. Serena Autiero, in an email dated 7, June, 2019 
states ÒThe reading as karoshti is an old interpretation and a wrong one, my personal feeling is, if you look at the 
brahmi!script used by the Satavahanas, there is a much better correspondence with the letter "je" (j + vocalic sound 
for e). 
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was likely the signature of the artist rather than something sacred.25  He surmised the figure was 

imported to the Italian peninsula sometime after AugustusÕ victory over Egypt in 31 BC, when 

relatively unimpeded sea trade routes more easily connected east and west, and probably during 

the reign of the emperor Nero (54-68 AD) because Nero, with a penchant for luxury items, had a 

particularly vigorous mercantile relationship with the East.26!

Based on comparanda available at the time, most of which were much larger statues and 

reliefs, Maiuri hypothesized the statuette might have been created as early as the late first century 

BC, but settled instead on the first century AD. Because of the Karoshthi script, he considered it 

might have been made in the far northwest of the Indian subcontinent, but he decided that it was 

more likely created by artisans in and around Mathura, near modern-day Delhi, who supplied art 

and architecture to many sites in India for centuries. As for the iconography, Maiuri noted 

similarities with representations of yakshi (nature goddesses, fertility spirits) in ancient Indian 

Buddhist sites such as Bharhut, Bhuteswar and Sanchi, but he also noted the abundance of what 

he interpreted as lotus iconography Ð for example, in the chudamani hanging between the 

figure's eyebrows, in the slightly strange necklace buds above the breasts, in the design at the 

center of the dangling necklace, and in the back hairpiece. The lotus is one of the primary 

symbols of the Hindu goddess Lakshmi, who is associated with beauty, fertility and prosperity, 

and often portrayed as emerging from the Ocean of Milk on a lotus flower. The preponderance of 

its application on the statuette led Maiuri to conclude the figure was not representing a yakshi, 

but its prototype, the Hindu goddess Lakshmi, consort of Vishnu, one of the three major gods of 

                                                
25 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112. Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó 25-31 argues that 
the symbol ÒSiÓ is an abbreviated version of ÒSriÓ and therefore an argument for the figureÕs identification as the 
syncretic goddess Sri-Lakshmi, but it seems based on a poor reading of Maiuri. 
26 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 115. All authors on this statuette seem to agree re: 
probable Neronian import date. 
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the Hindu pantheon. Surprisingly he assigned this identification in spite of the fact that the statue 

did not have the goddessÕs other typical icon: lustrating elephants (Fig. 6). 

In 1950 Maiuri wrote an update to his 1939 announcement called Gli Scavi Di Pompei 

Dal 1879 Al 1948, but he did not add any new information on the House of the Indian Statuette 

or the statue. Also in the 1950s, MaiuriÕs colleague Matteo della Corte, who had worked at 

Pompeii under MaiuriÕs predecessor Spinazzola, revisited and expanded his 1910/1920s 

publication Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei ("Houses and Inhabitants of Pompei"). In doing so, he 

tweaked MaiuriÕs report to say that the Indian statuette was not found in the peristyle of House 5, 

but on the edge of House 19, in a contiguous corner with House 5.27 This was an odd and still 

unexplained move, as della Corte was not part of the figurine's original discovery.  

  

                                                
27 Matteo Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei (Napoli: Faustino Fiorentino, 1965), 333-334. 
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Chapter 2 Ð Daily Life in Pompeii Region I, Insula VIII: A Microhistory 

The first houses of what is now Region I, Insula 8, were built in the second century BC, 

including the (future) House of the Indian Statuette.28 They faced the main decumanus, between 

the Forum and the Amphitheater (Fig. 7). Insula 8 was half the size of an American football field 

(2700 m"), and 10% of it was dedicated to gardens or other agriculture.29 Archaeologists have 

examined the substructures to understand the modifications that took place in the period between 

the insulaÕs construction and its burial by Vesuvius. The footprint suggests that at an uncertain 

point some of the private homes on both the via dellÕAbbondanza and the parallel street, the via 

Castricio, converted some of their space to commerce, with the majority of residences situated on 

the quieter side alleys.30 The original three large homes opening onto the via dellÕAbbondanza, 

I.8.2, I.8.5 - the future House of the Indian Statuette - and I.8.8, were transformed, so that at the 

time of destruction there were eight doorways leading to two houses and six shops.31 If one 

considers the entire block, at least ten of the nineteen doorways hosted some sort of commercial 

ventures - inns, taverns, shops and workshops for crafts (Fig. 8).32 !

An earthquake in AD 62, now seen as a warning for the eruption to come, greatly 

affected PompeiiÕs structures, and many residents were in the midst of renovation even as late as 

AD 79. Because Insula 8Õs shops were built with inexpensive and flimsy materials that easily 

caught fire, the damage seems to have been worse to them than to the homes. At the same time, 

                                                
28 Antonio Mostalac Carrillo, C. Miguel Beltran Lloris, Jose Luis Jimenez Salvador, ÒRegion I, Insula 8, the Spanish 
project,Ó in Unpeeling Pompeii: Studies in Region I of Pompeii, ed. Joanne Berry, and Soprintendenza Archeologica 
Di Pompei (Milano: Electa, 1998), 41-42. 
29 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 216. 
30 These are the modern street names; there is debate as to whether the Pompeiians had street names and if so, what 
they were.  
31 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 188. (The Spanish team of footnote 29 also explored this more recently and agreed). 
32 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 185-187 says the commercial spaces were 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12, 15 and 19. 
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because some Pompeian residents lost their kitchens (if not their entire homes) in the earthquake, 

the impetus would have been strong - in particular for the owners of thermopolia (food stands 

known in antiquity as caupona or popina) and inns - to reconstruct quickly, as they now had the 

possibility of even more business activity than before.33 By contrast, home owners were slower 

to restore, and a number of the residential spaces in Insula 8 were still under scaffolding in AD 

79, probably because of financial stress. Castiglione Morelli Del Franco suspected that some 

residents might have decided to continue to live in precarious conditions, or may have lodged in 

different parts of the houses, instead of moving.34 There is reason to believe that the Indian 

statuette was not always an independent piece but originally part of a larger object. If so, it is 

conceivable that larger object was broken as early as AD 62, during the earthquake. 

In the midst of rebuilding, Pompeii was destroyed by a cataclysmic Vesuvian eruption in 

AD 79. The city was buried and abandoned, where it lay for millennia. After many years of 

excavation and study, we may now reconstruct to a certain degree who lived and worked in the 

mix of residential, commercial and artisan spaces of Insula 8. 

 

House 5 - Objects Found with the Statuette 

House 5/The House of the Indian Statuette was excavated from 1938 to 1939, and the 

statuette was discovered in October 1938.35 Such an object had never been found before in the 

Roman world. The figure's iconography was not Greco-Roman, and the Karoshthi script on the 
                                                
33 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 188. 
34 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 188.  Joanne Berry, ÒHousehold artefacts: towards a re-interpretation of Roman domestic space,Ó in 
Domestic Space in the Roman World: Pompeii and Beyond. Journal of Roman Archaeology. Supplementary Series, 
No. 22, ed. Ray Laurence, Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, British Academy, Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, 
and University of Reading Centre for Roman Studies, (Portsmouth, RI: JRA, 1997), 185 states that Penelope Allison 
in 1992 said that many houses had been either abandoned, downgraded or taken over by squatters. 
35 Excavation dates: Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione  
dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 194.  
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base, once interpreted, helped place the object's creation on the Indian subcontinent. While trade 

with Òthe eastÓ was documented and abundant (more on this in chapters below), a carved ivory 

that could be provenanced to India was a unique find in Pompeii. In fact, objects that can be 

traced back to India are extremely rare in all Roman cities.36 House 5 was a large home, more 

long than wide. In the southwest corner of the peristyle garden, Maiuri found the outline of a 

money trunk and a wooden closet which contained, aside from the broken statuette, other objects 

in bronze, glass and terracotta:37 

"Nell'angolo di quel portico a colonne laterizie, in un ambiente quasi rustico, 
apparvero le impronte di una cassa e di un armadio ligneo del tipo consueto delle 
casse e degli armadi della casa pompeiana ed ercolanese, in parte manomesse e 
sconvolte dalla lavorazione dei campi. Nel terreno rimescolato, insieme con molta e 
varia suppellettile in bronzo, vetro e terracotta, si ricuper˜ una statuetta eburnea in 
stato di parziale sgretolamento per fessurazione dell'avorio e distacco di qualche 
elemento del modellato."38 

 
Translation: "In the corner of that portico with brick columns, in an almost rustic 
setting, appeared the outline of a chest and a wooden wardrobe of the usual type of 
crates and closets of the Pompeian and Herculaneum house, partly tampered with and 
disturbed by the working of the fields. In the mixed-up dirt, together with lots and 
various furnishings in bronze, glass and terra-cotta, an ivory statuette was recovered 
in a state of partial disintegration due to the cracking of the ivory and the detachment 
of some elements of the modeling." 

 
Who was the owner of House 5 and the ivory statuette? In Pompeii and other ancient sites, 

archaeologists can sometimes deduce the name of the owner by features of the wall paintings, or 

                                                
36 There are no other objects of which we are sure, in Italy or anywhere in Europe. That said, Mario Bussagli, in 
ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts with Italy,Ó East and West, 1 (1950): 14. said Ò..the rare samples of 
objects and coins found elsewhere in EuropeÓ with the tantalizing Òsuch asÓ footnote: Òthe Kaniska coins found in 
England, and elsewhere, the small Buddhist statues found in Bulgaria, the small Indian figure from Mainz, not 
taking into consideration all the other objects from a more or less doubtful epoch of origin and authenticity,Ó but 
efforts to find said statuette, whether found in Mainz or housed in Mainz, have been fruitless. More recently Serena 
Autiero, ÒI rapporti culturali e commerciali nellÕOceano Indiano occidentale alla luce dei dati storici, letterari, 
epigrafici, numismatici, archeologici e storico-artistici (III sec. a.C. Ð V sec. d.C.)Ó (PhD diss., Sapienza Universita 
di Roma, 2011), in footnote 611 says that Sara SantoroÕs team at Bliesbruck-Reinheim found a bronze that Santoro 
(now deceased) thought might be Indian. Research with current excavation leaders to follow. 
37 Some have translated incorrectly as ÒtracesÓ leading one to believe there was an actual box present, but 
ÒimprontaÓ is more outline or imprint. 
38 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 111. 
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inscribed utensils, such as seals or signet rings. Unfortunately, in the case of House 5, no such 

clues have been found, but intriguingly, just off the atrium, archaeologists found graffiti of boats 

and other sailing references on the walls (Fig. 9).39 This very important piece of evidence allows 

for the possibility that, instead of receiving the statue as a gift or buying it at a local market, the 

owner of House 5 may have been a merchant who traveled to AlexandriaÕs famous emporium or 

even as far as India itself to acquire the statuette, as there seem to have been a number of Roman 

communities in India, on both the east and west coasts.40 

House 5, with its 14 rooms, is not described as being as rich as its neighbor, House 17, 

also known as ÒThe House of the Four Styles,Ó which had 25 rooms.41 The paintings of House 5 

were Òmedium high-levelÓ and Òpreserved so-so.Ó42 In the tablinum, there were traces of painting 

in the Third Style (20 BC Ð AD 50). Some other rooms (1, 6, and the triclinium in 12, on the 

other side of the garden) were in the Fourth Style (AD 50 to 79).43 The material remains were 

plentiful, however, with more glass vases (39, of different types) than any other house on the 

                                                
39 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 194 says Ònella presenza dei vari graffiti raffiguranti navi a vela o comunque oggetti connessi con il 
mondo della marineria osservati in vari punti della casa, tanto da far pensare che essi non siano casualiÓ = Òthe 
presence of the various graffiti depicting sailing ships, or in any case objects connected with the seafaring world 
observed in various parts of the house, suggest that they are not random [emphasis of the author].Ó 
40 The Periplus indicates a temple to Augustus at Muziris and many contemporary Tamil texts refer to yavanas. Rosa 
Maria Cimino, Istituto Italiano per Il Medio Ed Estremo Oriente, and Italian Embassy (India) Cultural Centre, 
Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India (New Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1994), 64-5. In addition many Roman objects have been found at numerous Indian sites 
which, even though it might have been exaggerated during the colonial British excavation period, would seem to 
prove the presence of foreign, including Roman, communities, at the very least, sailors and merchants. That said, 
Matthew Adam Cobb, "Balancing the Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," Oxford Journal of Archaeology 34, 
no. 2 (2015): 185-203, and especially page 197 argues that a good many of these Roman objects were desired by 
Indians themselves, and not just for the Òforeigners.Ó Roberta Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper 
(London: Bristol Classical Press, 2012), 149-150 and 172 writes about two levels of trade Ð for both local and 
foreign recipients. 
41 That said, excavations in 1997 by the Spanish Institute led by Carrillo showed that House 5 was originally larger, 
and connected to 1.8.9 and 1.8.10, with two entrances and two atria, but was divided sometime between Tiberius 
and Claudius, so between AD 14 and 54. Carrillo, ÒRegion I, Insula 8, the Spanish project,Ó 43. 
42 MaiuriÕs journals and other archives, as reported by Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 
della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 188 and 194. 
43 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 194. 
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entire block. Additionally, there were 21 bronze vases, along with one in silver mix, two fine 

bronze lamps, silver utensils, ceramics, amphora, marble, lead, iron, and numerous coins 

inscribed with the images of Mark Anthony, Caligula, Nero and Vespasian.44  

Perhaps the most interesting finds, however, were those that were precious, such as the 

ivory statuette. They included a second statuette (this time in bone and depicting a male figure 

seated with a theatrical mask at his feet), objects of rock crystal imported from India during 

Roman times, and a ceramic vase with inlaid glass, probably from Alexandria, Egypt, a port 

through which most objects from India arrived before launching to Mediterranean destinations.45 

Therefore, it is evident that, even if they were not the richest on the block, the family who lived 

in House 5 was relatively well off.46 

 

The Neighbors of House I.8.5 

While the owner of House 5 remains a mystery, we are able to reconstruct a bit about the 

neighbors he or she probably encountered on the bustling via dellÕAbbondanza, who might have 

had the opportunity to see the 24-cm statue in its original location and with its original function.  

Across the street from the House of the Indian Statuette, the House of the Chaste Lovers 

and the adjoining House of the Painters was a rich complex of over 1500m", more than half the 

size of the entire Insula 8. Apart from the splendidly preserved bakery in the complex, there are a 

                                                
44 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 194. 
45 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 194. With regard to the intriguing male statuette, it was not in the MANN cabinet, but that might have 
been because it was made of bone and not ivory. I would like very much to locate this object. 
46 Francesca C. Tronchin, "Introduction: Collecting the Eclectic in Roman Houses," Arethusa 45, no. 3 (2012): 261 
notes that collecting was not only an elite activity, other classes wanted to Òengage in the expressive and evocative 
possibilities of domestic displayÓ On page 266 she refers to Elsner, Ja#. "The Nature of Classical Collecting. 
Collectors and Collections, 100 BCE-100 CE." Journal of the History of Collections 18, no. 1 (2006): 86-87, and 
eclecticism in Roman houses, and on page 277 says display objects were chosen to reflect RomansÕ multi-faceted 
identity. 
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faithfully restored garden, polychrome mosaics and frescos, and two stables where 

archaeologists found the remains of seven animals.47  

Diagonally across the street to the right, or east, of House of the Indian Statuette was the 

enormous home of Julius Polybius, one of the oldest in Pompeii, dating to the second century 

BC. Julius Polybius was not originally a Roman citizen, as suggested by his Greek name. He 

may have been a slave who, once freed, became very wealthy as a baker.48 He may have been a 

politician at the time of the eruption, too, for there are election posters near the house with his 

name, with dipinti of support, notably from women.49 Perhaps because his 16-year-old daughter 

was seven months pregnant, he and his family tried to Òweather the stormÓ of the eruption rather 

than try to run under the falling lapilli: the bones of a young woman and her fetus were found 

inside the complex, along with those of at least ten other people.50 There were also silver, gold 

and bronze remains in the house, as well as some ivory furniture embellishments.51 

 

House 17 and the Misattribution 

The richest house in Insula 8, House 17 (on the west side, vicolo Efebo), was known as 

the House of the Four Styles because the decoration in the 25 rooms represents all four of August 

MauÕs wall painting styles, starting in the second century BC. The inhabitants were probably a 

family of a robust civic tradition as their lararium (domestic temple) contained imagines 

                                                
47 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 174-175 ÒÉthe animalsÕ DNA has shown that some were horses or 
mules (bred from a female horse and male donkey) and some either donkeys or hinnies (the offspring of a male 
horse and female donkey).  
48 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 118 says that the name Julius often indicated a slave freed by one of 
the early emperors. 
49 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 189-192. 
50 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 8. 
51 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 151, 276 has a lot about the treasures in the house of Julius Polybius, 
but the ivory furniture is from Penelope Mary Allison, Pompeian Households: An Analysis of the Material Culture 
(Los Angeles: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, University of California, Los Angeles, 2004) which includes 
detailed documentary information on 30 Pompeian houses and their contents, consisting of 865 rooms and more than 
16,000 artifacts. http://www.stoa.org/projects/ph/home 
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maiorum (wax ancestor masks) instead of depictions of Lares.52 The owner is somewhat known 

to us based on a small Latin inscription ÒQuos LVP amat, valeantÓ (ÒWelcome to those whom 

LVP lovesÓ), but unlike the Thermopolium of L. Vetutius Placidus (also ÒLVPÓ), here we are not 

certain what the initials stand for. 

Starting as early as 1979 (and perhaps sooner) a number of prominent scholars have 

stated that the Indian statuette was found in the House of the Four Styles. Dutch archaeologist 

Elisabeth During Caspers mentioned it in an otherwise very astute study of the function of the 

object.53 This was followed more recently by Swansea University archaeologist, professor and 

author Joanne Berry, who worked at Pompeii under Wallace-Hadrill, in her 2007 book on 

Pompeii.54 This attribution has been repeated by others such as Chandreyi Basu in 2010, which 

has led to further confusion, with Kenneth Lapatin stating as recently as 2015 that the House of 

the Four StylesÕ alternate name is the House of the Indian Statuette.55 After so many conflicting 

reports led this author to anticipate that the find spot might become the central mystery of this 

Thesis, it seems the erroneous assignment was perhaps based on the house's patrician nature 

and/or a mistranslation of Maiuri. The original text is:  

NelIo scorso ottobre una singolare e inattesa scoperta si avverava nel quartiere dei 
nuovi scavi a Pompei. Mentre, ultimato lo scavo di una delle belle case dell'insula 
IX della Regione I (la Ç CasaÈ che verrˆ detta Çdei quattro stiliÈ dal ricorrere sulle sue 
pareti dei vari stili della pittura pompeiana), si attendeva a regolare l'aggere di terra 
all'intorno, veniva inciso nel taglio della scarpata, l'angolo del peristilio di un'altra 
grande abitazione privata che ha il suo portale d'ingresso sulla Via dell'Abbondanza." 56 

 
The translation of which is:  
                                                
52 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 208. 
53 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 341 and 
353. 
54 Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 200, in both text and as caption to a photo. 
55 Basu, "The Heavily Ornamented Female Figure from Pompeii," 63. Kenneth D. S. Lapatin and J. Paul Getty 
Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2015), 265 as 
commentary of Plate 159 uses four sources, including Basu. 
56 The original text from Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 111. 
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"Last October a singular and unexpected discovery took place in the quarter of the new 
excavations in Pompeii. While the excavation of one of the beautiful houses of the insular 
IX of Region I (the "House" which will be called "of the four styles" from the walls of 
the various styles of Pompeian painting) was completed, the land around it was being 
regulated when the corner of the peristyle of another large private house which has its 
entrance portal on the Via dell'Abbondanza popped out."57 
 

If one scours the excavation reports for House 17/The House of the Four Styles, the 

closest similar objects (to an ivory statuette which might have functioned as a mirror handle) 

were two mirrors and five bone utensils. Moreover, when one looks at the schematic of Insula I, 

Houses 17 and 5 are quite far apart. Attribution to House 17 is a mistake. 

 

House 19 as a Possible Find Spot 

If the statue was found anywhere other than House 5, a more convincing provenience 

might be House 19, also on vicolo Efebo and almost at the corner with the via dellÕAbbondanza. 

This was the officina tinctoria (clothing dye shop) of Terentius, one of two owners on the block 

with a Roman name. Archaeologists found four furnaces/hot water heaters next to the columns of 

the portico, as well as the remains of a cistern for making dye.58 This house had a contiguous 

wall with House 5.  

Matteo Della Corte, who was not part of the excavation, but did work under MaiuriÕs 

predecessor Spinazzola, said: 

"In una dipendenza di questÕofficina, ma forse qui precipitata nei crolli della struttura dal  
contiguo angolo S-O del peristilio della casa numero 5, si rivenne il 24 ottobre 1938 una  
vera raritˆ: la statuetta eburnea di una Venere Indiana o Lakshmi."59 
 

                                                
57 Note the change of the Insula number from 9 to todayÕs 8. 
58 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 211. 
59 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 333-334. Note he also gives a specific date of the 24th, whereas Maiuri 
did not. 
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Translation: ÒIn an annex of this workshop, but perhaps caused by the collapse of the 
structure from the contiguous south-west corner of the peristyle of House 5, a real rarity 
came out on October 24, 1938: the ivory statuette of an Indian Venus or Lakshmi.Ó  

 

Even if the statue might have been thrown during the eruption to an adjacent house, this authorÕs 

evidence to date leads her to believe the statue belonged to someone in House 5. 

 

House 14 Ð Very Rich 

Another rich home in Insula 8 was House 14, the entry to which was opposite House 5, at 

the back of the Insula, on via Castricio. This was the home of M. Epidius Primus, maybe one of 

the oldest families in Pompeii, as the name indicates Oscan origins.60 It seems that perhaps this 

family was dedicated to agriculture, at first, then later became involved in commerce.61 Even 

with only 11 rooms (compared to the House of the Four StylesÕ 25) House 14 is considered the 

second richest of the block because of the quality of the paintings and the amount of money 

found in the house.62 There were also many silver and bronze vases.63 Archaeologists found 

abundant amphora including a little one with an unknown liquid from Northern Africa - could 

this signify another traveling merchant?64 They found various artisan tools in copper, bronze, 

marble and stone, and of particular interest for this research an oil lamp in the form of a mature 

                                                
60 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 214. 
61 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 214. 
62 Berry, ÒHousehold artefacts: towards a re-interpretation of Roman domestic space,Ó 186-195 did a study of House 
14. Money is tricky though because others might have run with theirs.  Also see Castiglione Morelli del Franco and 
Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 213-214. 
63 Silver: Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 213. Bronze: Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione 
dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 213 and 221, though with conflicting information. Text says 29 bronzes, but chart has 
15 (of 88 total in Insula 8). 
64 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 328.Also Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8  
della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 214. 
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man reading a papyrus scroll (Fig. 10).65 The scroll apparently has the first letter of the Greek 

alphabet, but his hair is in the ÒbunÓ style (pulled away from the face, and knotted) which has 

been associated with either Parthian or Indian style in other contexts.66 

 

Other Houses and Neighbors on the Block 

Sharing a front on the via dellÕAbbondanza, Locale 1 was the taberna pomaria (green 

grocer/fruit seller) of Felix, while numbers 2, 3 and 4 are known as the House and Taberna of 

Stephanus.67 From the schematic, it seems that locale 4 might have been the right-hand ingress of 

House 5/Indian Statuette at one time. Similarly, locale 6 was one room (a storefront) only, 

possibly formerly the left wing of the entrance to House 5/Indian Statuette. Doors 7, 8 and 

around the corner 9 are the bottega, caupona and house of L. Vetutius Placidus. He and his wife 

Ascula had what was - and is still - a popular destination in the city: one of 89 Pompeiian 

thermopolia or Òfast food standsÓ found to date.68 Inside, there was a three-sided polychrome 

marble counter with deep-set jars (dolia) which might have contained dried legumes, onions, 

spelt, wheat, beans, fruit. On the south end of the main counter was a lararium with a very well-

preserved painting featuring Dionysus (god of wine), Mercury (god of merchants), two lares 

(spirits who serve as protectors of a home or business), and in the middle the genius Ð the spirit 

of the ancestor of L. Vetutius PlacidusÕ clan.69 On the eastern counter there was a place to cook 

                                                
65 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 203. 
66 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 126-
131. 
67 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio- 
economica,Ó 192-193. Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 323-325. 
68 ÒAsculaÓ Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 325. Òone of 89Ó in Pompeii, the official site:  
http://pompeiisites.org/Sezione.jsp?idSezione=119. Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 225 says Ò150.Ó 
69 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 326. 
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fish or maybe meat or casseroles.70 In the central dolia of the eastern counter archaeologists 

found three kilos (nearly 7 pounds) of bronze sesterces, totaling 585, approximately $ of the 

average annual Pompeian income.71 Aside from the boldly painted lararium, which one can see 

from via dellÕAbbondanza today, the rest of the house also had many refined paintings, including 

depictions of the Greek mythological figures of Europa and the Bull, and Bellerophon and 

Minerva.72  

L. Vetutius PlacidusÕs complex and House 10 share walls with House of the Indian 

Statuette. In fact, a Spanish excavation in 1997 proved that I.8.5/The House of the Indian 

Statuette was originally (second century BC) connected to I.8.9 and I.8.10, with two entrances 

and two atria, but was divided between the reigns of Tiberius and Claudius (AD 14-54).73 

Continuing on the east alley, House 10 is called the Hospitium and Caupona of Pulcinella 

because one of the two paintings on the fa•ade looked like a Neapolitan version of ÒPunch and 

JudyÓ to archaeologists of the time.74  

Locale 11 was integrated into the House of the Four Styles (which had its main entrance 

on vicolo Efebo). Further on, House 12 had a stable - archaeologists found the skeleton of the 

horse and reconstructed it - and based on the copper, bronze, marble and stone tools found, its 

residents seemed dedicated at least somewhat to agriculture. At the back of Insula 8, on via 

Castricio, parallel to the via dellÕAbbondanza, House 13 was the officina of A. Granius 

                                                
70 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 227-228 (but not clearly specific to LVP). 
71 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 326. Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della 
Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica,Ó 186. Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 229 says Ò1600 coins totali
ng 585 sestercesÓ and the Òannual income of 2500.Ó 
72 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 188. By the way, House 17 had the same initials, but they do not seem to think it was the same owner. 
73 Carrillo, ÒRegion I, Insula 8, the Spanish project,Ó 41-42. 
74 It was taken from the wall, the archaeologists took photos and made a drawing, but then the originals crumbled. 
Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 190, 197, 198. 
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Romanus, another instance where the owner lived and worked in the same space.75 Perhaps 

alluding to the financial stresses post-earthquake, an inscription indicates that the owners had 

pawned, via a certain ÒFaustilla,Ó a pair of earrings and some clothes.76 House 15, at the corner 

of via Castricio and vicolo Efebo, and House 16 on vicolo Efebo, were the caupona and officina 

pigmentaria of N. Fufidius Successus; another example of multi-use space.77 In room 1 of House 

15 archaeologists found a painting, now at the MANN, showing a light-hearted and colorful 

procession of artisans offering baskets. The names of the personages are painted above the heads, 

including Castricius for whom the street is named, and the Latin phrase, (ut possit) Salvom 

Venire (ÒSo that he comes back safelyÓ).78 Finally, House 18 is known as the House of Balbus, 

the only other owner on the block with a Roman name. It is also known as the House of the 

Doric Atrium, the Corinthian columns of which can still be admired today.  Part of the original 

house was incorporated into the House of the Four Styles, perhaps about AD 62, after the 

earthquake.79 

In the next chapters we will explore the RomansÕ demand for luxury items, from the time 

of OctavianÕs victory over Anthony and Cleopatra until the destruction of Pompeii and other 

cities in the Campi Flegrei, and the cities in the ÒeastÓ and in particular in India, that might have 

provided the spices, wood, pearls, precious gems, cloth and ivory that fed that demand.  

                                                
75 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 200-201. 
76 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 327 details the inscription found. 
77 Pigment in this case means paint colors (as opposed to clothes dye of above). 
78 Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 329-330//It also said pro salute et reditu (Òfor the salvation and the  
returnÓ) Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio- 
economica,Ó 189-190 and again 205-208. 
79 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 210. 
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Chapter 3 Ð Importing Luxury 

 
ÉBut the title ÔhappyÕ belongs still more to the Arabian Sea, for from it comes the pearls 
which that country (Arabia) sends us. And by the lowest reckoning India, China and the 
Arabian Peninsula take from our empire 100 million sesterces every year - that is the sum 
which our luxuries and our women cost us; for what fraction of these imports, I ask you, 
now goes to the gods or to the powers of the lower world?80  

Pliny the Elder, who died in the eruption of 
Vesuvius, AD 79 - NH XII-XLI, 83-84 

 

Roman trade with Òthe eastÓ - dominions both under their direct control and solely as trading 

partners - accelerated with the victory at Actium in 31 BC and the annexing of Egypt. In the Res 

Gestae Divi Augusti, a summary of accomplishments intended as his own funerary inscription, 

Augustus states, ÒEmbassies were often sent to me from the kings of India, a thing never seen 

before in the camp of any general of the Romans.Ó81 Two such embassies were discussed in 

Suetonius and later authors, one occurring while Augustus was in Spain, in 26-25 BC and the 

other at Samos, in 20 BC.82 Even while Augustus declared luxury a vice and tried to return the 

state to staunch Republican values, luxury items, especially those from the east, were gaining 

favor, aided by the stability of the new Pax Romana.83 Already in the 20s BC, Horace remarked 

                                                
80 Original Latin: verum Arabiae etiamnum felicius mare est; ex illo namque margaritas mittit. minimaque 
computatione miliens centena milia sestertium annis omnibus India et Seres et paeninsula illa imperio nostro 
adimunt: tanti nobis deliciae et feminae constant. quota enim portio ex illis ad deos, quaeso, iam vel ad inferos 
pertinet? 
From Pliny NH XII -XLI,  83-84 written AD 77-79, retrieved from 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/L/Roman/Texts/Pliny_the_Elder/12*.html 
translation from Rackham, H. (Harris), 1938 Publisher London: W. Heinemann 
81 Original Latin: Ad me ex India regum legations saepe missae sunt, nunquam antea visae apud quemquam 
Romanorum ducem. Res Gestae of the Divine Augustus, Part V, 31, as published by the Loeb Classical library, 
1924. More about the ambassadors on Walter Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during 
the Principate," Journal of Roman Studies 69 (1979): 104, doi:10.2307/299062.  
82 Fabio Scialpi, "Italy and India in the Light of History," Il Veltro: Rivista della Civilta Italiana Gennaio - Aprile 
(2008): 78. Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and 
India, 14-16. 
83 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 3, ÒLuxuryÓ from the word 
luctor which means to dislocate or sprain (overextend), as opposed to Òlight.Ó 
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about the Òindefatigable merchants who hasten to the IndiansÕ wait.Ó84 Strabo (63 BC- AD 24) 

describes large convoys with up to 120 vessels sailing annually to India at the time of the 

princeps.85 Nero (AD 54-68), too, augmented the already brisk trade with the East. This might be 

partly attributed to his tutor and advisor SenecaÕs fascination with India but was primarily to 

assuage the fashion of extravagance set by Nero and his court.Ó86 Though India was further away 

than Egypt, PlinyÕs Natural History cites India and other forms of its name more than 220 times, 

while Egypt is mentioned only 52 times.87 Not only did India supply its own exotic products, but 

it also served as a gateway for places even further afield, such as China, which produced silk. As 

Rome expanded its borders to what would be its maximum territorial holding in AD 117, Roman 

trade with the east also peaked.88  

The ÒPeriplus of the Eritrean SeaÓ is a first century AD manuscript written by an 

anonymous Greek-speaking seafaring merchant of Roman Egypt. It contains vivid accounts of 

maritime trade cities in Arabia and India, including travel times from rivers and towns, where to 

drop anchor, the locations of royal courts, lifestyles of the natives, goods found in their markets 

and favorable times of year to sail from Egypt to India in order to catch the monsoon winds.89 

                                                
84 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 94 quotes from Horace 
Epistles I.I.45, Òimpiger extremos curris mercator ad Indos, per mare pauperiem fugiens, per saxa, per ignes;Ó In 
addition Elizabeth Ann Pollard, "Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique 
Indomediterranea," Journal of World History 24, no. 1 (March 2013): 10 says: ÒAugustine writers Cattalus, Horace, 
Virgil and Lucan (as well as Juvenal and Lucian in the later first century) characterized India as a source for exotic 
goods and later as a land ripe for conquest.Ó 
85 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 103, and Cobb, "Balancing 
the Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," 191 (Both point to the original source as Strabo Geog. 2.5.12). 
86 For Seneca: Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 101; the lost 
work De situ Indiae (written between AD 17 and 19); For Nero: During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from 
Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 345. Amedeo Maiuri, Gli Scavi Di Pompei Dal 1879 Al 1948 
(Napoli: G. Macchiaroli, 1950), 30. 
87 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 95. 
88 Matthew Adam Cobb, "The Reception and Consumption of Eastern Goods in Roman Society," Greece & 
Rome 60, no. 1 (2013): 136. Pollard, "Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique 
Indomediterranea," 7. 
89 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344, 
footnoting E. H. Warmington, The Commerce between the Roman Empire and India, 2nd rev. ed., (London: Curzon 
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This invaluable source for the mechanics of east-wide trade notes that the Kings in India Òwould 

pay well for male and female slaves from the west, as musicians and courtesans, respectively.Ó90 

Additional exports from Rome to India included silver and gold coins, jewelry, terra sigillata (a 

Roman production of red-glazed pottery made in Arezzo), bronze statues, amphora for garum, 

olive oil and especially wine, oil lamps, coral, metals and glassware.91 These artifacts have been 

found in over 50 excavations in India including sites such as Arikamedu, Pattanam/Muziris, 

Begram, Taxila, Bhokardan, Junnar, Ter, Paithan, Kolhapur and others.92 Contemporary Tamil 

texts speak of the yavanas, foreigners who came to India to trade.93 While some of the products 

mentioned might have been for use by the yavanah communities, the Indians, especially the 

richer ones, were importing what they considered ÒluxuriesÓ from the west for their own use as 

well.94  

By contrast, if one visits museums today in the myriad modern countries that the Roman 

Empire once dominated, there are very few items, if any, aside from the Pompeii statuette, that 

                                                                                                                                                       
Press, New York: Octagon Books, 1974), 5, says ÒMay to September.Ó K. S. Mathew, Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean 
Regions and Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade (London: Routledge, 2017), 11 says that Charlesworth 
in ÒTrade Routes and Commerce of the Roman EmpireÓ (1926) says ships leaving Egypt in July would reach Indian 
ports by the end of September.  
90 Specifically at the Ujjain court. Andrew Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 191. Indian males occasionally seen as slaves in Rome, also Dalby page 191. Pollard, 
"Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique Indomediterranea," 21 says that though there was 
some presence of Indian slaves in Roman households, the majority of slaves went west to east. 
91 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 100. Cobb, "Balancing the 
Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," 193-197. Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural 
Contacts between the Roman World and India, 132-141, 151-164. 
92 Cobb, "Balancing the Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," 194 has a chart. 
93 Cobb, "Balancing the Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," 187. Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: 
Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 64-74. Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: 
Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 99. 
94 Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 149-150. Steven E. Sidebotham, ÒFrom the Mediterranean to 
South Asia: The Odyssey of an Indian Merchant in Roman Times,Ó in Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean Regions and 
Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade, ed. K. S. Mathew (London: Routledge, 2017), 81. Also Cimino, 
Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 132-134 and 
148-164 (for Indian consumption). 
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can be provenanced to India during Roman times.95 With this lack of material evidence, it is 

natural that many people, including scholars, are still unable to quantify the intensity of the trade 

exchange at the time. However, the imbalance is not due to the fact that the trade did not exist or 

went only in one direction, but instead that so many goods exported from India to the Roman 

west were of a perishable nature. The ancient authors (such as Strabo, Dio, and Pliny) recount 

myriad examples of the ÒluxuriesÓ from the East the ancient Romans craved and bought.  

First, and perhaps in keeping with their predilection for the strong flavor of the fermented 

fish condiment called garum, Romans had a voracious desire for Indian pepper. In the 

Republican period, only the very spicy long pepper (piper longum) from northern India was 

imported, but once the Romans learned how to take advantage of monsoon sailings, they also 

imported southern Indian piper nigrum, round pepper from which white, black and green pepper 

are derived.96 By PlinyÕs time, both kinds of pepper were available.97 The ancient Tamil poet 

Tayan Kannanar said, Òthey arrive with gold and depart with pepper.Ó98 Echoing this sentiment 

Dalby says, ÒIf Indian merchants treated coin as a commodity, the Caesars treated pepper as a 

currency, storing vast quantities of it perhaps never to be used in the Roman treasury.Ó99 From 

the time of Domitian, pepper was kept in warehouses in the Roman Forum, near the (later) 

                                                
95 I know of none except Òthe coins in the UK, the Buddha in Bulgaria and the Mainz statueÉ.Ó described in 
Bussagli, ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts with Italy,Ó East and West, 1 (1950): 14. 
96 Pepper - Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 195-196. Monsoons Ð Dalby 
page 195, Òin the Hellenistic world, pre-monsoon sailings, the natural route was Northwest India to Persian Gulf.Ó 
Hippalus 1st century BC is credited on the Greco-Roman side, the information of which was integrated into the 
Periplus. More about monsoons: Scialpi, "Italy and India in the Light of History," 77. Elisabeth C. L. During 
Caspers, "Westward Contacts with Historical India: A Trio of Figurines," Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian 
Studies 9 (1979): 12.  
97 Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 195. 
98 Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 194, and the Tamil poet Tayan 
Kannanar (in his Agam 149.7-11). 
99 Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 195, direct quote. 
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Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine.100 The Roman appetite for pepper continued even after 

the Roman economy declined, evidenced by DiocletianÕs edict on prices, a tariff recorded in 

JustinianÕs digest and AlaricÕs demand in AD 408 for 3,000 pounds of the spice along with huge 

amounts of gold and silver.101  

Pepper was used primarily as an ingredient for food, both savory and sweet.102 The rest of 

the multitude of spices from India, even some we use today in food, were employed mostly for 

expensive ÒeliteÓ dishes or as aromatics for perfume or as medicine.103 Products such as arsenic, 

bdellium, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, costum, folium, ginger, lycium barbarum, macir (a red 

tree bark which, according to Pliny, helped with dysentery), malabathrum/Indian bay leaf, nard, 

nutmeg and sesame, were imported from all over India and sold in Rome on the Vicus 

Unguentarius.104 By the later half of the first century spices ceased to be rare luxuries and were a 

Òstandard expectation of the Roman dinerÓ with prices at one-third what they had been in the 

early part of the century.105 

Beyond personal perfumes, ointments or medical concoctions, some imported spices 

were integrated in religious or funerary rites.106 In keeping with NeroÕs reputation for 

                                                
100 Samuel Ball Platner and Thomas Ashby. A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome (London: Humphrey 
Milford. Oxford University Press. 1929). Matthew Adam Cobb, Rome and the Indian Ocean Trade from Augustus to 
the Early Third Century CE (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 123 (which references Cass. Dio 72.24) says this horrea 
piperataria (pepper warehouse) was burnt down near end of CommodusÕ reign. Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: 
Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 95, too. 
101 Pollard, "Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique Indomediterranea," 9. 
102 E. Salza Prina Ricotti, ÒIndian Plants in Graeco-Roman MedicineÓ and ÒIndian Products in Roman Cuisine,Ó in 
Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, ed. Rosa Maria 
Cimino (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1994), 101. 
103 Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 196. Ricotti, ÒIndian Plants in Graeco-
Roman MedicineÓ and ÒIndian Products in Roman Cuisine,Ó 89, 105-107 including ancient recipes. 
104 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 81. 
Who also notes that many containers of lykion, the modern-day goji berry, were found at Herculaneum and Pompeii. 
For Vicus Unguentarius, Bussagli, ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts with Italy,Ó 14. 
105 Ray Laurence, Roman Passions: A History of Pleasure in Imperial Rome. (London: Continuum, 2010), 104. 
106 Interesting medicinal ÒrecipesÓ in Ricotti, ÒIndian Plants in Graeco-Roman Medicine,Ó 90-96. 
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excessiveness, Pliny narrates that for the funeral and cremation of Nero's wife Poppea, as many 

perfumes were consumed as Rome normally imported in an entire year.107 

This prestige-goods network tended to transport items with high value and low weight.108 

Other Indian subcontinent imports included precious and semi-precious stones such as lapis 

lazuli, turquoise, topaz, onyx, agate, diamonds, sapphires, garnets, beryls, pearls, rock crystal, 

carnelian, sard and opals.109 At her betrothal party to Caligula, Lollia Paulina (AD 15-49) wore 

what she claimed were 150 emeralds and pearls, worth forty million sesterces.110 Aside from 

spices and gems, Rome imported the indigo plant for dye, raw and woven cotton, tortoise shells 

and expensive woods such as teak, ebony and sandalwood.111 Trade between India and Rome 

was so prolific that the Sanskrit and Tamil words for sugar, ginger, pepper, sandalwood, beryl, 

cotton cloth and indigo made their way into Latin.112  

 

Ivory  

And then there was ivory. According to Kenneth Lapatin, Curator of Antiquities for the J. 

Paul Getty Museum, ivory has been prized since prehistory, as it is hard yet elastic, durable yet 

flexible. It can be carved, incised, turned on a lathe and molded, as well as painted and gilded. 

                                                
107 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 81, 
from Pliny NH XII-XLI,18. 
108 Pollard, "Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique Indomediterranea," 3. 
109 Principally from Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman 
World and India, 81. Also Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 194. Also 
Cobb, "The Reception and Consumption of Eastern Goods in Roman Society," 137. 
110 Cobb, "The Reception and Consumption of Eastern Goods in Roman Society," 150, (the Pliny story). Pollard, 
"Indian Spices and Roman "Magic" in Imperial and Late Antique Indomediterranea," 11 says both emeralds and 
pearls were from India. 
111 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 81. 
Cobb, "Balancing the Trade: Roman Cargo Shipments to India," 198 says iron, too. For tortoise shells, T. Asaka and 
V. Iorio ÒÉlucroque India admota est: Contatti tra lÕIndia e lÕarea vesuviana,Ó in Omni pede stare: Saggi 
architettonica e circumvesuviani in memoria Jos de Waele, ed. Stephan TAM Mols and Eric Moorman, (Naples: 
Electa, 2005), 326. 
112 Scialpi, "Italy and India in the Light of History," 78. Bussagli, ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts 
with Italy,Ó 14. 
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IvoryÕs purity, texture and relative softness made it particularly desirable for sculpture that aimed 

at a high quality of workmanship and emphasized minute details.113 It was imported to Greece 

and Italy from the Levant, North Africa and eventually India. Tusks are essentially overgrown 

teeth that could be taken from narwhal, rhinoceros, elephants or in some cases, mammoths (what 

the ancients called Òfossil ivoryÓ). However, in the Classical Age the majority of ivory was 

culled from elephants.114 Even if some scholars propose there was a type of ivory made from 

shavings in which the animal was not killed, the best ivory was obtained when the entire tusk 

could be removed and crafted.115  

This meant that thousands of elephants died from the desire for their tusks. Pliny cited 

ivory as the costliest product derived from a land animal.116 It was an arduous task, as the 

outermost surfaces are mostly unusable and needed to be removed.117 Elephants were so strongly 

identified with Alexandria, Egypt and Africa that their personification was often a female figure 

with one or two tusks protruding from her head. RomeÕs intense exploitation of African 

elephants led to a shortage in the first and second century.118 The pachyderms captured in battle 

were displayed in triumphs and in the amphitheater; others were imported specifically for 

entertainment, especially once Rome made peace with the Nubian Kingdom of Kush.119 After the 

                                                
113 Czuma, "A Unique Addition to the School of Kashmiri Ivories," 298. Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: 
The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 171. 
114 Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 7 and Lapatin and J. Paul Getty 
Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 175. Hippopotamus dentine was used too, but 
predominantly in Egypt and during the Aegean Bronze Age rather than the Classical.  
115 Federico De Romanis, ÒA Muziris Export: Schidai or Ivory Trimmings,Ó in Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean 
Regions and Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade, ed. K.S. Mathew (London: Routledge, 2017), 376-377. 
116 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 172 (Pliny NH 37.204, 
8.31). 
117 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 177. 
118 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 177, from Pliny NH 8.7. 
Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 12. 
119 For elephant use see Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 12, and the 
sources mentioned in Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 177 
(such as Toynbee, Scullard and Belozerskaya). For Nubia, see Michael A. Speidel, ÒWar, Trade and Treaties: New, 
Revised and Neglected Sources for the Political, Diplomatic and Military Aspects of Imperial RomeÕs Relations 
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elephants' demise, the tusks were carved locally.120 By contrast, Indian elephants were rarely 

captured and transported across the oceans.121 Instead, their tusks would have been carved by 

Indian artisans with centuries of experience and then exported to Rome, as finished works of 

art.122  

Because ivory was so expensive, many derived items were small, such as hairpins, hair 

combs, knife handles, theater tokens, gaming pieces, dolls, dice, musical instruments, sword 

hilts, horse trappings and fly whiskers, with larger pieces afforded only to the rich. At elite 

banquets where impressing oneÕs guests was the goal, food might have been served in ivory 

bowls, tripods might have had inlaid ivory, drinking cups might have been speckled with gems 

from India, and guests might have lounged on couches with ivory legs.123 According to Cassius 

Dio, the aforementioned Seneca, NeroÕs tutor, had a collection of five hundred expensive tables 

with ivory legs and citrus-wood tops.124  

In addition, Indians, Greeks and Romans believed that ivory Ð and gold Ð had magical, 

spiritual qualities.125 The root of ivoryÕs desirability lay in the inherent beauty of its subtle 

                                                                                                                                                       
with the Red Sea Basin and India, From Augustus to Diocletian,Ó in Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean Regions and 
Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade, ed. K. S. Mathew (London: Routledge, 2017), 113. 
120 Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 12. 
121 Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 194 says Òfew elephants came from 
India to Rome, but a white elephant spoken of by Horace (Epistles 2.1.196) as appearing in the theater suggests that 
at least some did.Ó Donald F. Lach, "Asian Elephants in Renaissance Europe," Journal of Asian History 1, no. 2 
(1967): 138, Òtradition has it, but the evidence is not substantial that a white elephant from Asia was on display in 
Rome during the reign of Augustus.Ó 
122 Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 12. Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 177. Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the 
Roman World, 194. 
123 For ivory couch, Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 175. For 
cups with gems, Cobb, "The Reception and Consumption of Eastern Goods in Roman Society," 139. 
124 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 4. Cassius Dio, Roman 
History, Epitome of Book LX1, ÒThough finding fault with the rich, he himself acquired a fortune of 
300,000,000 sesterces; and though he censured the extravagances of others, he had five hundred tables of citrus 
wood with legs of ivory, all identically alike, and he served banquets on them.Ó  
125 For magic Ð Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 7. Also 185, for Pliny (NH 
8.31): Òthe tusks fetch a vast price and supply a very elegant material for images of the gods.Ó Repeated in Lapatin 
and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 7. 



 
32 

glowing color, smooth texture, warmth and luminosity Ð approximating human skin.126 These 

two materials, gold and ivory, were combined to make the most prestigious statues in the ancient 

Greco-Roman world, called chryselephantine. These sometimes-larger-than-life statues of gods 

and goddesses employed ivory for the exposed skin parts such as the face, arms, hands and feet, 

while the ÒclothesÓ of the statue were often constructed in gilded wood.127 Perhaps the most 

famous of these chryselephantine statues was the cult statue of Athena created by Phidias for the 

Parthenon in Athens, in 438 BC. In Rome, the main cult statue for the Temple of Jupiter Optimus 

Maximus on the Capitoline Hill was made in this method.128 Even though remnants of these 

precious statues are very rare today (Fig. 11), they were common in antiquity.129 

 

Ivory Remains in Pompeii 

We do not know if there were any chryselephantine statues in Pompeii, but we do have 

an astonishing example of ivory craftsmanship in our figurine, found by Amedeo Maiuri in 

Region I.8.5 in 1938, at the since-named House of the Indian Statuette. This is perhaps the most 

famous example of ivory from Pompeii, and, because of its iconography, it is the only one that is 

securely of Indian origin. Next to it in the ÒSecret CabinetÓ at the MANN is the much smaller 

ivory statuette of Venus Anadyomene with a mantle over her shoulders and a dolphin at her feet, 

                                                
126 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 172. 
Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 16. 
127 Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient Mediterranean World, 4 and 19. 
128 Lapatin has a list of all such statues recorded by the ancient authors, Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the 
Ancient Mediterranean World, 120-128. 
129 Today Rome has two examples of these previous ivory masks, one at the Palazzo Massimo alle Terme recently 
recaptured by the police from the black market, the other found in the 1800s near Rome and on display at the 
Vatican Library. For probable ubiquity in antiquity, Lapatin, Chryselephantine Statuary in the Ancient 
Mediterranean World, 122. 
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found in the tablinum ÒgÓ of V.1.18, also known as the House of Greek Epigrams.130 Aside from 

these examples, archaeologists have found scattered ivory remains at Pompeii, some of which 

are displayed in the ivory cabinet at the MANN. Though remains are scarce, however, ivory was 

a prestige item, and as such, it was most likely present in many elite households at the time.131 In 

Region I, Insula 2, in 1873 Excavations Director Antonio Sogliano found two elaborate 

rectangular ivory plaques, one showing childbirth (with death of Meleager Ð or Achilles Ð on the 

reverse) and the other Rape of Persephone (with Demeter, Artemis and Athena pursuing the 

chariot of Hades on the reverse). These might have been papyrus-roll winders.132 In Region III, 

at the house and workshop of Pinario Ceriale, a fine jeweler, Vittorio Spinazzola found three 

carving knives with ivory handles, in addition to over one hundred gems, some of which might 

have been imported from India.133 Also in Region V, a number of figures were found in a 

lararium niche Ð including a small standing male figure of ivory, nude and unbearded, whose 

hand rests upon a tripod.134 In one of the early (18th century) excavations in Region VII, a small 

ivory jar with figures in relief was found at the House of Secundus Tyrannus Fortunatus.135 In 

Region VIII, at the Gladiators Barracks or Quadriporticus of the Theatre, 19th century British 

archaeologist William Gell reported Òthere was a curious trumpet of brass, with six ivory flutes, 

                                                
130 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, plate 160 and page 205. 
George K. Boyce, "Corpus of the Lararia of Pompeii," Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 14 (1937): 32, 
doi:10.2307/4238593.  
131 Francesca C. Tronchin, ÒRoman Collecting, Decorating, and Eclectic Practice in the Textual Sources,Ó 
Arethusa 45, no. 3 (2012): 338. 
Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 171. Schmitthenner, "Rome 
and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 95. 
132 Susan Wood, "Literacy and Luxury in the Early Empire: A Papyrus-Roll Winder from Pompeii," Memoirs of the 
American Academy in Rome 46 (2001): 23-40. doi:10.2307/4238779. SoglianoÕs report did not specify the house. 
133 Pinario Ceriale, also known as House of the Goldsmith, Gems, Iphegenia, excavated by Spinazzola in 1916-1917 
and again in 1926 by Maiuri  (section D,8) ÒÉquanto dalla scoperta nella Casa di Pinario Ceriale di una vera e 
propria officina di lavoro, di 114 pietre dure insieme con tre coltellini con manico d'avorio adoperati come bulini 
(Ò3 small knives with ivory handlesÓ); delle pietre dure, tra cui una sardonica, varie ametiste e molte corniole, buona 
parte era ancora grezza, altre solo levigate e un piccolo gruppo era formato da paste vitree incise o intagliate come 
cammei.Ó  
134 Notizie degli Scavi di Antichitˆ, 1899, 103. Also Boyce, "Corpus of the Lararia of Pompeii," 41. 
135 Jar found 29 May, 1762. Now in Naples Archaeological Museum ÒIvory CabinetÓ. Inventory number 77569. 
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all communicating with one mouthpiece. The flutes were without holes for the fingers. A chain 

of brass hung to this instrument, for the apparent purpose of securing it to the trumpeter's 

shoulder.Ó136 Also in Region VIII at the famous Temple of Isis, which was excavated in the 18th 

century, a very small ivory plaque of a winged male figure (Eros?) with hands tied behind his 

back was found in the sacrarium.137 Some elegant pieces of ivory were also found not far from 

the House of the Indian Statuette, in Region IX at the so-called Bar of Marcus. According to 

Mau, on April 30, 1879 Òin the last room was found a circular ivory reliquary (pyx or pisside) 

decorated with low relief with Egyptian figures.Ó138 Parts of small boxes richly 

decorated in ivory were found in the Tombs at the Herculaneum Gate, near the bones and 

inscriptions.139 In addition, Penelope Allison, Chair of the Archaeology department at the 

University of Leicester, reports a little ivory box found in the House of the Illiad Shrine, the 

previously mentioned ivory cupboard fittings in the House of Julius Polybius, an ivory lid in the 

House of the Vettii, a die in house VI.15.5, and miscellaneous ivory fittings in both House 

VIII.2.28 and the House of Giuseppe II.140  

Lastly and of particular interest, not far from the Marina Gate, where most visitors enter 

Pompeii today, there was a workshop belonging to Furius, faber and negotiator eborarius 

(maker and seller of ivory).141 This shop was dedicated to ivory working, perhaps for the carving 

of the tusks of African elephants killed in the amphitheater, but it is also possible Furius carved 

                                                
136 William Gell and J. Gandy, Pompeiana; the Topography, Edifices and Ornaments of Pompeii, Third Edition 
(London: Bohn, 1852), 184-185.  
137 On display in Temple of Isis area of the MANN. Museum label says found in the Ekklesiasterion, (but the 
Museum website says in the sacrarium.) 
138 Notizie degli Scavi di Antichitˆ, 1870, 121. (I donÕt think I see this in the ivory cabinet, it may be in the Egyptian 
section of the MANN). 
139 V. Kockel, Die Grabbauten vor dem Herkulaner Tor in Pompeji (Mainz: von Zabern, 1983), 111-5. For an 
English source, see Notizie degli Scavi di Antichitˆ, 1887 (Sogliano). 
140 Allison, Pompeian Households: An Analysis of the Material Culture http://www.stoa.org/projects/ph/home 
141 http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/pompei_%28Enciclopedia-dell%27-Arte-Antica%29/ This ÒPompeiÓ entry 
also mentions an ivory statue of Atlantis Òin the Hellenistic styleÓ that I do not think I see in the MANN ivory 
cabinet - another to try and find, to study. 
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imported ÒrawÓ tusks and/or traded in Indian-finished ivory that he sold directly to Pompeians.142 

In the latter scenario, he almost surely obtained the ivory from the Nabateans, traders par 

excellence, who had a community at the nearby and major port of Puteoli.143 Until the first 

century BC, Puteoli was the most important port of Rome.144 

  

                                                
142 Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 177 (referencing Toynbee 
1973, Scullard 1974, Belozerskaya 2006.) It is not a stretch to imagine that Furius had a third role as a repair shop, 
and that the Indian statuette might have been taken there after it broke - more discussion on the function, below. 
143 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 114-115. Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 11, 
Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome, 265, and Berry, The Complete 
Pompeii, 200, though, as with the (false) attribution to the House of the Four Styles, the text says Òevidence of her 
cult has been found at PuteoliÉÓ when I think the writer means that evidence of the Nabatean cult of Dushara was 
found at Puteoli. 
144 Asaka and Iorio ÒÉlucroque India admota est: Contatti tra lÕIndia e lÕarea vesuviana, 327Ð footnoting G. 
Camodeca in ÒLa Societa e la attivitˆ produttive,Ó in Puteoli, ed. Fausto Zevi (Napoli: Banco di Napoli, 1993), 31-
47. 
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Chapter 4 Ð Pinning the Provenance 

Where does current research place the provenance of this precious ivory statuette, and 

how have ideas changed in the 80 years since its discovery? Until recently, there were three 

theories as to who had created the Pompeii figurine: the Kushans generally, Gandhara artisans 

specifically, and or the so-called Mathura school, possibly under the patronage of the Kushan or 

Sunga. 

Kushan  

One strong contender for provenance was the far northwestern area of the Indian 

subcontinent, under the Kushan dynasty, which was prominent from the first through the fifth 

century AD. This attribution was supported by the Karoshthi script found on the bottom of the 

statuette, as the Karoshthi script was used from the third century BC until third century AD, 

primarily in the far northwest.145 In addition, there was the Begram Treasure, a splashy 

contemporary discovery of 1,000 first-and-second-century ivory and bone decorative objects 

unearthed by French archaeologists near modern-day Kabul, which included at least three similar 

ivory female figures (Fig. 12).146 At first glance, these delicately carved pieces resemble the 

Pompeii figure (large round breasts, very narrow hips extended to one side, bodies that seem to 

be swaying, bracelets, anklets, one arm reaching toward the shoulder and ear, the other arm 

resting at the side), but the Begram females are all standing on makara (mythical water 

creatures), and the Pompeii figurine has no such vahana (vehicle). Indian art historians such as 

                                                
145 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112. 
146 Fredrik T. Hiebert and Pierre Cambon, ed., Afghanistan: Hidden Treasures from the National Museum, Kabul 
(Washington, D.C.: National Geographic, 2008), 162. In photos it is not evident, but there are two sizes/heights, 45 
cm and 56 cm to PompeiiÕs 24 cm. 
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Calambur Sivaramamurti have suggested the Begram statues probably represent Ganga 

(Ganges), a mother goddess.147  

Still another argument supporting Kushan provenance was conflation with the well-

known Gandhara art of northwest India, an amalgamated style also known as ÒGreco-

Buddhist.148 Maiuri acknowledged the Gandhara possibility at the time of discovery but felt the 

statue was Òpurely Indian with no Greek influence.Ó In 1950, Mirella Levi DÕAncona argued that 

the Pompeii statue depicted Venus, since that Roman goddess of love and beauty is sometimes 

shown with two toilet attendants, as we have on the Pompeii statuette.149 Maiuri confessed that 

Pompeians who viewed the statue might have imagined it as an Indian version of Venus, exotic 

yet familiar, though he did not feel the iconography was Òtainted by the west.Ó Most scholars 

agree with Maiuri and do not see the Greco-Roman influence in the figurine.150 

 

Mathura  

After dismissing the Kushan and Gandhara possibilities, Maiuri and his Indian expert Òde 

LorenzoÓ (no first name given) cited large reliefs and statues from Bharhut, Bhutesvara, even 

Sanchi, as comparanda, and surmised that the Pompeii statuette was made by the ÒMathura 

School.Ó Mathura was and still is a sacred city in central-northern India, near modern-day Delhi, 

whose craftspeople produced art and architecture for multiple Indian cultures including the 

                                                
147 Calambur Sivaramamurti, India (Tokyo: Arnoldo Mondadori, 1979), 2. Also Hiebert and Cambon, ed., 
Afghanistan: Hidden Treasures from the National Museum, Kabul, 162 notes that though there is no hole drilled 
down into them, ÒIt seems reasonable to assume they embellished furniture.Ó   
148 For a brief on Gandhara art, see Arcangela Santoro, ÒGandharan Art,Ó in Ancient Rome and India: Commercial 
and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, ed. Rosa Maria Cimino (New Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1994), 225-227, and with a complete bibliography.  
149 Mirella Levi D'Ancona, "An Indian Statuette from Pompeii," Artibus Asiae 13, no. 3 (1950): 170-172. Levi 
DÕAncona felt the statue's style displayed a purposeful mix of classical art and Indian.  
150 Except for (notably) Vogel and Levi DÕAncona. Jean Philippe Vogel (1871- 1958), a Dutch Indianologist who 
worked with the ASI from 1901 to 1914 and later, as Professor in the University of Leiden, felt the Pompeii showed 
great Hellenistic influence and represented a courtesan or Yaksi. 
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Kushan and another Maiuri mentioned by name, the Sunga.151 Notably, these comparanda, even 

with some voluptuous similarities, were all Buddhist Yakshi or Salabhanjika (fertility and tree 

goddesses, respectively). Even if he believed that the Pompeii statuette was created by the 

Mathura artisans, Maiuri concluded that it represented the Hindu goddess Lakshmi, also known 

as Sri-Lakshmi.152 

This was based on a second century BC tondo from Sanchi Stupa #2 (Fig. 13) which, like 

the Pompeii statuette shows a central female figure with two attendants and is devoid of one of 

LakshmiÕs common icons, lustrating elephants. 

 

Emergence of Other Ivory and Bone Handles 

For more than 20 years, MaiuriÕs analysis of the Pompeii statuette remained intact, and the 

Indian figurine was Òlocked awayÓ in the Secret Cabinet in the MANN. However, in the late 

1950s, scholarship blossomed anew, inspired by the discovery of true comparanda. These were 

not the large, sandstone Buddhist reliefs and statues of Mathura/Bhutesvara, Bharhut and Sanchi, 

but ivory and bone female figurines much closer in size to the Pompeii statuette, found in Taxila, 

Ahichchhatra and Chaurasi.153 (Fig. 14-16) 

However, these still did not shift the provenance conversation, as the new comparanda were 

from northwest or central India. Meanwhile, in a little village called Ter, 425 kilometers from 

                                                
151 Note: the aforementioned mighty Kushans do not seem to have ruled at Sanchi - Sanchi was Mauryan, then 
Sunga, then Satavahana, this will come into play later. 
152 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112. Moti Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó Lalit 
Kala 8 (1960): 12 says Sri, from a pre-Aryan goddess of fertility, ÉSri and Lakshmi were different divinities in the 
beginning, which tended to merge their personality during the Upanishadic period (very uncertain date but maybe 6th 
or 7th century BC, and in any case, before Buddha). 
153 R.C. Agrawala, "Early Indian Bone Figures in the National Museum, New Delhi," East and West 18, no. 3/4 
(1968): 311-14. Agrawala believed both Ahichchhatra and Taxila were mirror handles. In addition Chaurasi had a 
horn-like projection which might make it even more similar to the Pompeii figure Ð see more in Function section 
below. Also Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó speaks of Taxila and Chaurasi, page 16 and 20 respectively, and in 
Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 7-14, as well.  
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Mumbai and much further south than previously studied comparanda, a prominent merchant 

named Ramalingappa Lamture had been collecting surface finds since 1930, amassing a treasure 

which included terracotta figurines, ivory, beads, pottery, shell bangles, stone grinders and 

coins.154 Ter, in ancient times called Tagara, was identified by J.F. Fleet and Henry Cousens 

(British archaeologists working with the Archaeological Survey of India) in 1901.155 However it 

was not until 1958 (and once alerted to LamtureÕs collection of 25,000 artifacts) that the 

Government of Bombay and Deccan College of Pune conducted the first official excavations at 

Ter. After many static years, (and even before the official 1969 publication of the excavation) 

there was a sudden flurry of analysis by noted scholars such as Moti Chandra, M. N. Deshpande 

and Douglas Barrett.156 Most of those articles highlighted an ivory statue this author has 

nicknamed ÒBig EyesÓ (Fig. 17), found by Lamture 20 years before, but not made public.157 This 

statuette is about 15 cm tall, but broken at the knees, so is surmised to have been about 24 cm 

tall, the same as the Pompeii figurine.158 The iconography is not identical to the Pompeii 

example, however, for her legs are not crossed, there are no attendants, and the figure has an 

ovaloid face that is out of proportion to her slender body. Some scholars, such as R.C. Agrawala, 

thought this figure dated later than the Pompeii statuette.159 However, there are many similarities 

between the two. For example, they are both ivory, the female is touching her right earring 
                                                
154 Dr. Maya Patil, telephone and email conversations, October 10 and late 2018, respectively.  
155 B. N. Chapekar, Report on the Excavation at Ter, 1958 (Poona: Published by the Author, 1969), i.  
M. N. Deshpande, ÒThe Archaeological Site of Ter (Tagara),Ó in Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural 
Contacts between the Roman World and India, ed. Rosa Maria Cimino (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1994), 
176 cites Henry Cousens, Ter: Tagara (Archaeological Survey of India, 1902-3), 195-204. 
156 The author was able to read two articles by Chandra, and the one by Deshpande, all in the Bibliography below, 
but has not yet been able to obtain the book by Douglas E. Barrett, Ter, The Heritage of Indian Art, No. 5. Bombay: 
Bhulabhai Memorial Institute, 1960.  
157 Nandkishor Lamture, great-grandson, email exchanges, in particular December 3, 2018, provided clarification 
about the chronology. Interestingly, local archaeologist Dr. Maya Patil, who excavated the site in 2015, still 
unpublished, called the statuette with the ovaloid face Òblue eyes,Ó and said it looked ÒwesternÓ to her, as does the 
Pompeii. 
158 M. N. Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó Lalit Kala 10 (1961): 55 adamantly 
claims 16 cm (versus some other claims of 13 cm), Lamture family  PowerPoint presentation says 15 cm. 
159 Agrawala, "Early Indian Bone Figures in the National Museum, New Delhi," 311. 
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(similar to the Pompeii who touches her left earring), the bracelets and the chudamani are 

similar, and they both have a drilled hole from occiput to waist. Deshpande reported that the 

vertical aperture measures a depth of 8.7 cm, more than half of what remains of the figure. 

Notably there are two small circular holes below the knees and a third hole in the hanging part of 

the garment on the right side, not visible in photographs. Two of the three holes retain the 

corroded fragments of iron pins.160 Deshpande reported (and later Mehendale agreed) that there 

is reason to think the statue had a protrusion Ð or Òprojecting pinÓ Ð from the head. This, and the 

drilled holes at head and knees, might point to a similar function as the Pompeii statuette.161 

According to his great-grandson, Lamture found many female ivory and bone statuettes like 

ÒBig EyesÓ between 1935 and 1940, the same time that Maiuri found and was analyzing the 

Pompeii figure. These comparanda have rarely been published.162 Sometimes the hands or legs 

are in slightly different poses, and some are more or less clothed, but they all share startling 

similarities with the Pompeii figurine. These additional comparanda, which Lamture found in 

Ter, are presumed to be first century BC Ð first century AD and include:  

 

A)! Fig. 18 

Distinguishing Characteristic: Squared off 

Where: Ter Museum  

Material: Ivory 

                                                
"#$!Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 55.  
161 Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 55. Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from 
Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory Statuettes from Pompeii and Ter,Ó 534. 
162 The majority of the collection was offered to and taken over by the Indian government in 1978 and expanded to a 
museum in LamtureÕs name, consisting today of nearly 25,000 artefacts. That said, according to email exchanges 
between the author and Nandkishor Lamture, in particular Dec 3, 2018 Ð there are still more than 1000 objects in the 
familyÕs private collection. This might account for the lack of references to some of the comparanda, with (instead) 
the same statuettes sourced over and over (for example, Basu even as recently as 2010 wrote about the Pompeii, 
Begram, Bhokardan and Ter ÒBig EyesÓ only) while others remain to be fully examined and published. 
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Height: approx. 10 cm, from head to hips only (cut off from hips)  

Compare/Contrast to Pompeii: The hair and hair piece seem similar to Pompeii, similar 

depiction of the round breasts, seems to have similar large earrings, open eyes, arm 

bangles, one arm might be bent and reaching to touch one earring, but unlike Pompeii, 

the other arm hangs by the figureÕs side. The figure is not turned to the side, but gazes 

and is positioned straight ahead. 

Other: The squared-off effect might be because figure is depicted under a tree branch or 

bough. Because of the loss of the bottom half, it is difficult to know if there had been 

attendants. Some damage across the chest.  

Publication: Seems to have been published once, only as a photo, and with no 

accompanying text.163 

B)! Fig. 19 

Distinguishing Characteristic: Somewhat ÒmonstrousÓ appearance 

Where: Lamture Private Collection 

Material: Unknown164 

Height: 12 (14?) cm, head to thigh only  

Compare/Contrast to Pompeii: In the same genre as Pompeii, but not as refined or 

elegant. Chandra (1957) who saw it in person wrote, ÒThe round face is badly chipped, 

the eyes are big and dilated, the huge nose has prominent nostrils and the large mouth has 

thick lips, the hair is secured with a twisted band decorated with rosettes, in the right ear 

                                                
163 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, plate 
27,2. Though CiminoÕs caption refers to Chandra, page 7 as Bibliography, that article is about Figure B, not Figure 
A. Author has yet to find any written material on Figure A, though author was also able to obtain a color photo (to 
supplement the black and white in the Cimino book), from Dr. Maya Patil, on site. 
164 Agrawala, "Early Indian Bone Figures in the National Museum, New Delhi," 313 says there was debate whether 
it was bone (Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 8), stone (Lamture family PowerPoint says ÒlimestoneÓ) or 
chankshell (Barrett). 
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is a heavy cylindrical earring, and in the left what appears to be a twig-shaped ornament 

(patrakundala) a double-stranded necklace with a central plaque adorns the neck. On 

both sides there are remnants of parted braids, the heavy breasts with prominent nipples 

are set close together. The abdomen is marked with two mounds and a deep naval cavity. 

The hands and legs are broken. The sari is secured with a double belt to which is tucked 

the pleated end hanging between the legs.Ó165 Figure gazes and is positioned straight 

ahead. Does not seem to have had attendants. 

Other: A recently obtained color photo looks as if perhaps there are traces of paint. 

Difficult to know to what degree its ÒunattractivenessÓ is due to the original production or 

because the face has since been damaged.166  

Publication: Rarely cited. 

C)! Fig. 20 

Distinguishing Characteristic: No Forehead 

Where: Lamture Private Collection 

Material: Bone, yellowish in color 

Height: 15 or 16 cm head to toe, but forehead damage  

Compare/Contrast to Pompeii: Agrawala, who saw it in person wrote, ÒÉHere also 

stands goddess Lakshmi as usual; she is provided with elaborate anklets [that reach 

almost to the knees] and bangles, necklace appearing between the breasts and waist band 

hanging between the legs up to her feet. She has her left hand raised up [similar to the 

Pompeii] while her right is stretched below [dissimilar from Pompeii but similar to some 

of the other figures]. The portion above the forehead is mutilated. Stylistically this bone 
                                                
165 Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó 22. 
166 Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 9 says, Òits crude features do not preclude its affinities with the Amaravati 
style, as ugly women in Amaravati sculptures abound.Ó 
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figure from Ter is of good quality.Ó167 Hips less defined than in other statuettes under 

discussion, the breasts nearly touch the stomach for an overall compact feel. Figure gazes 

and is positioned straight ahead. No attendants. 

Other: From recently obtained side and back photos, does not seem very deep nor to have 

been carved on the back. Flat appearance compared to Pompeii figure 

Publication: Seems to have been only published once168 

D)! Fig. 21 

Distinguishing Characteristic: Unpublished Youth 

Where: Ter Museum 

Material: Ivory or bone169 

Height: approx. 10 cm, head to hips (the bottom part is lost) 

Compare/Contrast to Pompeii: The feminine features such as breasts and hips are less 

exaggerated than in (for example) figure A - perhaps depicting youth? Figure has a pretty 

delicate face, one arm bent with hand touching earring, as the Pompeii figurine, whilst 

the other arm hangs by the side. The chudamani is similar to Pompeii. Unlike Pompeii, 

the figure gazes and is positioned straight ahead. Does not seem to have had attendants.  

Other: Local archaeologist Dr. Maya Patil took a photo for the author at the Ter Museum 

Publication: To this authorÕs knowledge has never been published 

 

In addition to the oft-cited ÒBig EyesÓ and these rare four, all found at Ter by Ramalingappa 

Lamture, there is reason to think there might be still other comparanda, as about 1,000 pieces are 

                                                
167 Agrawala, "Early Indian Bone Figures in the National Museum, New Delhi," 314. 
168 In 1968 Agrawala said Òit has not been properly studied as yet.Ó Research to date has failed to produce any 
articles in the intervening 50 years. 
169 Trying to confirm the material, in advance of a personal visit to the site. 
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not in the museum the government built in LamtureÕs name, but remain at the home in the 

private collection of the Lamture family.170 

It is not clear if Mauri knew about the comparanda emerging in southern India when he 

passed away in 1963. These little figures, however, were bringing to the fore a new contender for 

the Pompeii figurineÕs provenance: the Satavahana dynasty. 

 

Satavahana Kingdom 

The Satavahana were one of the great kingdoms of southern India, along with the Chera, 

Chola and Pandya (Fig. 22).171 They flourished from the late third or first century BC until the 

second or third century AD.172 Both the Kushan and Satavahana dynasties seem to have reached 

their maximum potency in the second century AD; the Kushans under Kaniska the Great and the 

Satavahanas under Gautamiputra Satakarni.173 In antiquity, the Satavahana capital was called 

Pratishthana, modern-day Paithan, located 325 km from modern Mumbai.174 It is important to 

note that the Periplus Maris Erythraei, mentioned above, indicates a string of ports up and down 

the west coast of India. (Fig. 19) It names only two major cities in the interior of central-south 

India, the aforementioned Paithan, and 190 km southeast, Tagara, modern-day Ter, which was 

also under Satavahana rulership.175 Greek geographer and astronomer Ptolemy also cited Tagara 

                                                
170 Nandkishor Lamture, the great-grandson, email of December 3, 2018. 
171 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 99. Also Tomber, Indo-
Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 132. 
172 Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 130 said Ò200 BC to A.D. 250.Ó Cobb, Rome and the Indian 
Ocean Trade from Augustus to the Early Third Century CE, 239 says Òlate 3rd to 1st BC to first to 3rd CE.Ó  
173 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 98-9. 
174 Junnar (in antiquity: Dhenukakata or Dhanyakataka) was the first capital, Rosa Maria Cimino, ÒAn exceptional 
find in India: A small sculpture depicting Eros issuing from an Egg,Ó in South Asian Archaeology, 1993, ed. Asko 
Parpola and Petteri Koskikallio (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1994), 176. Chandra, ÒAncient Indian 
Ivories,Ó 24. They had yet another capital at Amaravati on the east coast, Deshpande, ÒThe Archaeological Site of 
Ter (Tagara),Ó 175, Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 8-9.  
175 Deshpande, ÒThe Archaeological Site of Ter (Tagara),Ó 175. Paithan and Ter are mentioned in PME 51:17.9 and 
51:17.10-11 respectively.  
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as a major market town.176 It is true that the Kushans Ð patrons of the famous Begram ivory 

hoard Ð were rich and powerful, and in their effort to amass territory, encroached close to 

Satavahana territory in the south.  However, the oft-overlooked Satavahanas, also called Andras, 

were mighty, prosperous and artistically prolific on their own, including notable ivory 

production.177 Through matriarchal succession, they ruled the Northern Deccan plain, with its 

narrow western and eastern coastal strips, and flourished for centuries as a commercial and 

cultural force, trading with the Romans in spices, precious and semi-precious stones, silk and 

pearls.178  

In retrospect, given its prominence on the Periplus if nothing else, it seems odd that 

Maiuri and other even later scholars overlooked the south generally, and the Satavahana 

specifically, as a possible source for the Pompeii statuette. Ironically, MaiuriÕs analysis 

mentioned iconographical examples from the Great Stupa at Sanchi. In the third century BC, 

Mauryan Emperor Asoka the Great had commissioned the Sanchi stupa to hold the BuddhaÕs 

relics, and the Sunga dynasty Ð whom Maiuri cited as carving SanchiÕs Lakshmi ÒtondoÓ (Fig. 

13) Ð further embellished the monument.179 Maiuri felt that the Pompeii statuette was created 

between the end of the Sunga (185-72 BC were the dates he used) and the first decades of the 

Kushan (AD 20-50 were the dates he used), but did not delve beyond the Sunga and Kushan 

dynasties as possible patrons.180 The dots that he (or de Lorenzo) failed to connect were that after 

the Sunga demise, the famous Sanchi site fell into the hands of another dynasty Ð the Satavahana.  

                                                
176 Ptolemy, Geography, 7.1.82; Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 7. 
177 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 345. 
Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 56. 
178 Schmitthenner, "Rome and India: Aspects of Universal History during the Principate," 99. 
179 Helen Gardner and Richard G. Tansey, Gardner's Art through the Ages: Art of Indian Asia (Fort Worth, TX: 
Harcourt Brace College, 1996), 473-4. Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 112. 
180 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 114-115 gave it a wide range. Oddly, in his 1950 
summary, Maiuri, Gli Scavi Di Pompei Dal 1879 Al 1948, 30, he seems to be leaning to 1st century BC. But, also in 
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Bhokardan Breakthrough  

With the privately collected Ter figurines finally brought to light, scholars were slowly 

becoming aware of what they might signify for the provenance of the Pompeii figurine. 

However, the major breakthrough to strengthen the Satavahana claim came in 1973, when 

Shantaram Bhalchandra Deo of Nagpur University led excavations of another Satavahana town, 

Bhokardan, 116 km northeast of the capital Paithan (Fig. 21), that revealed a fragmentary ivory 

statuette that is the closest to the Pompeii yet.181 Unfortunately, only the bottom half has been 

found (Fig. 25 a and b), but its dimensions, proportions and iconography are almost identical to 

the Pompeian figurine.182 The legs of the central figure are tightly crossed in front and adorned 

with thick stacks of anklets, while, unlike any of the Ter comparanda, two smaller attendants are 

carved on either side of her waist. 

In addition, as with ÒBig EyesÓ from Ter and the Pompeii figurine, the Bhokardan piece 

possesses a drilled cavity - which indicates that another object was inserted into the statuette, and 

thus it was a part of another object.183 However, unlike Ter ÒBig Eyes,Ó and crucial for 

scholarship, the Bhokardan ivory was found in a properly excavated layer of soil Ð and that 

                                                                                                                                                       
1950, Levi D'Ancona, "An Indian Statuette from Pompeii," 174-5, 180 stated that, while the arm can be raised above 
the head, the position of the arm behind a head never appears in Indian art before the first century A.D.  
181 G. B. Deglurkar and O. P. Verma, ÒIvory, Bone and Shell Objects,Ó in Excavations at Bhokardan 
(bhogavardhana), 1973, ed. Shantaram Bhalchandra Deo, Ajay Mitra Shastri (Nagpur: Nagpur University, 1974), 
188-189. Shantaram Bhalchandra Deo and Ajay Mitra Shastri, Excavations at Bhokardan (bhogavardhana), 1973 
(Nagpur: Nagpur University, 215. Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory 
Statuettes from Pompeii and Ter,Ó 536-7. She says that the Pompeii was better constructed, hence Bhokardan broke 
at the waist and Pompeii did not. 
182 Deglurkar and Verma, ÒIvory, Bone and Shell ObjectsÓ 189 state that they think it ÒbeatsÓ Ter and Pompeii for 
beauty. Dimensions of 12.5 cm (but waist to foot only, which would have made it comparable to PompeiiÕs 24 cm) 
on page 190. 
"%&!Deglurkar and Verma, ÒIvory, Bone and Shell ObjectsÓ 188. Repeated in Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from 
Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory Statuettes from Pompeii and Ter,Ó 530. Basu, "The Heavily Ornamented 
Female Figure from Pompeii," 62. 
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stratigraphy corresponded to the first century AD.184 Therefore, the discovery of this unassuming 

fragment was the linchpin for dating the Pompeii figure finally and securely to first century 

production. Furthermore, the archaeologist who directed the excavations, Professor Deo, felt 

that, based on the number or ivory objects found at the site, it was reasonable to assume that 

Bhokardan was a major ivory workshop center for the Satavahana dynasty in the first and second 

century, alongside the center located 540 km northeast at Vidisha-Sanchi, which had also 

become part of the Satavahana kingdom.185  The astonishing Bhokardan discovery reinforced 

LamtureÕs earlier surface finds and forced scholars to abandon the previous theories of North or 

Central Indian production for the Pompeii figure, to that of Satavahana patronage, firmly in the 

South. 

  

                                                
184 Deglurkar and Verma, ÒIvory, Bone and Shell ObjectsÓ 188, Deo and Shastri, Excavations at Bhokardan 
(bhogavardhana), 1973, 215. 
185 Deglurkar and Verma, ÒIvory, Bone and Shell ObjectsÓ 188, Deo and Shastri, Excavations at Bhokardan 
(bhogavardhana), 1973, 215. Mehendale, ÒThe Ivory Statuette from Bhokardan and its Connection to the Ivory 
Statuettes from Pompeii and Ter,Ó 529. Interesting because in 1961 Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory 
Figure from Ter,Ó 56 says there was probably an ivory guild at Ter - perhaps overturned for Bhokardan after 1973? Ð 
or perhaps at both? Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone Carvings from the Earliest to the 
Modern Times, reminds us that the presence of a guild would signify large demand for the product and labor. 
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Chapter 5 Ð Global Sea Trade: The Journey from India to Pompeii 

The Roman Empire was expansive. From Pompeii to the far northwestern edge of the 

empire, the future HadrianÕs Wall, was a distance of 2,500 km. Instead, the distance from 

Pompeii southeast to IndiaÕs Deccan region was 6,000 km. If it is true that the Pompeii figurine 

was made in Ter or even more likely, Bhokardan, what was a probable route from India to its 

final home? Can we trace the statuetteÕs journey from production to end use?  

The Tabula Peutingeriana, a fourteenth-century copy of a fourth-century (or earlier) 

Roman itinerary, indicates the presence of a temple to Augustus at Muziris, near the 

southernmost tip of India, presumably built by merchants from Rome who worked the port.186 

However, our figurine was probably not shipped from there, but from a port much closer to the 

Satavahana called Barygaza, in modern-day Bharuch, which the Periplus notes was a major port 

for ivory.187  From Ter to the capital of Paithan was a 10-day journey and then approximately 20 

days further to the port of Barygaza.188 Bhokardan to Barygaza was 20 days or perhaps even 

closer.  

The first century AD Periplus incorporated advice from the Greek Hippalus who had studied 

and explained monsoon patterns in the first century BC. He indicated the best time to set sail 

from India toward Arabia with Indian or Chinese merchandise was November, with estimated 

                                                
186 Mathew, Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean Regions and Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade, 21. Mathew 
refers also to Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and 
India, 172. Dalby, Empire of Pleasures: Luxury and Indulgence in the Roman World, 194: of the port of Muziris in 
southern India, the Tamil poet Tayan Kannanar (in his Agam 149.7-11) wrote Òthey arrive with gold and depart with 
pepperÓ (Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 30, based on work by Ray thought the temple was 
imaginary, Cobb, Rome and the Indian Ocean Trade from Augustus to the Early Third Century CE, 157-158 does 
not agree.)  
187 Deshpande, ÒSome Observations on the Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 56 says the Periplus indicated that Barygaza Ð 
ancient name Bhrigukachha - was one of the principal ports for exporting ivory. Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From 
Pots to Pepper, 125 says Barygaza (modern: Baruch) is mentioned more than any other single place in the Periplus - 
28 times in 19 of the 66 chapters. It was a manufacturing center itself, but its importance reflects (moreover) the 
richness of BarygazaÕs hinterland. 
188 Chapekar, Report on the Excavation at Ter, 1958, 3, as informed by the Periplus. 
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arrival in February.189 According to the Periplus and numerous ancient writers, goods were 

shipped across the ÒEritrean Sea,Ó which today we call the Arabian Sea. Once ships arrived to 

the Red Sea, there were many ports to choose from, including the prosperous Berenice 

Troglodytica (Banaris) and Mussel Harbor (Mios Hormos), both in modern-day Egypt, or for 

example, Leuce Come on the Arabian side.190 For Pompeii-bound merchandise, it might seem 

logical to arrive as close as possible to Alexandria, the next port of call, and then transit overland 

to the Mediterranean.191 However, scholars tell us that much of first century cargo was carried 

overland to the Nabatean capital of Petra, the prime distribution center of the day for oriental 

goods and luxury items.192 From the first century BC until AD 105 when Rome absorbed them, 

the Nabateans were the principal commanders of the east-west trade, exercising a monopoly on 

both sea and land in products flowing between the Roman Empire and the Indian 

subcontinent.193 Because of its key position on the various trade routes, Petra was the 

centralizing entrepot where goods were sold, or sorted and reassigned to different caravans.194 

Then merchandise destined for the maritime ÒspiceÓ route (as opposed to the land-bound Silk 

Route) would then travel to the major port of Alexandria, where it would have been sold directly 

or shipped further on.195 

                                                
189 M. P. Charlesworth, Trade Routes and Commerce of the Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1926) says Òreturned from India by the end of November and arrived at Alexandria in FebruaryÓ quoted in 
Mathew, Imperial Rome, Indian Ocean Regions and Muziris: New Perspectives on Maritime Trade, 11. 
190 Tomber, Indo-Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 57 says that though there were other ports, Berenice and 
Myos Hormos were the only two Red Sea ports that the Periplus noted. 
191 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344 said 
Strabo (63 BC Ð AD 23) Geography XVII.1.7 said Alexandria was the center for transshipment of Indian wares 
brought in via the Red Sea, and destined for Pozzuoli, (BUT XVII.1.13 seems more correct.) 
192 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344-345. 
193 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344-345. 
194 During Caspers, "Westward Contacts with Historical India: A Trio of Figurines," 14 says during and from 
TrajanÕs period, Palmyra took over as the main trade hub. 
195 Asaka and Iorio ÒÉlucroque India admota est: Contatti tra lÕIndia e lÕarea vesuviana,Ó 326. During Caspers, 
ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344 said Strabo Geography Ð 
XVII.1.7. Also XVII.1.13.  Further research needed to clarify if goods might go to Gaza before Alexandria. 
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From Alexandria, Rome-bound products would have sailed across the Mediterranean to the 

major port of Puteoli, now called Pozzuoli, where the Nabateans had a community and 

stronghold (Fig. 26).196 Strabo (63 BC Ð AD 23) tells us that Puteoli was the chief port of entry 

for the direct sea trade with Alexandria, which itself was the center for transshipment of Indian 

wares brought in via the Red Sea.197 From the markets at Puteoli, the ivory might be bought by 

PompeiiÕs fine jeweler Pinario Ceriale, or by Furius, the ivory shopkeeper, who then sold it to 

the owner of House I.8.5.  

However, based on the sailing iconography found in House 5, it is not inconceivable that 

the House of the Indian StatuetteÕs owner might have been a merchant himself, who personally 

traveled to Alexandria or even all the way to India.198 Ancient maps and literature, as well as 

archaeological studies, indicate there were communities of yavanas, foreigners, including 

Romans who were personally exporting and importing from India, even at Ter and Bhokardan.199 

The owner of House 5 might have been one of those merchants Ð a Roman, or a Syrian or 

Egyptian transplanted in Pompeii.200 Indian rock crystal and Alexandria glass were found in his 

                                                
196 The ancient/Cumaean name for Puteoli was Dic¾archia 
197 Strabo, Geography XVII.1.7, quoted in During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a 
Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 344. See also Asaka and Iorio ÒÉlucroque India admota est: Contatti tra 
lÕIndia e lÕarea vesuviana,Ó 327-328. 
198 Castiglione Morelli del Franco and Rosa Vitale, ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 1: un campione dÕindagine socio-
economica,Ó 194. 
199 Cimino, ÒAn exceptional find in India: A small sculpture depicting Eros issuing from an Egg,Ó 177-178 says that 
De Puma felt there might have been direct trade Ð as many objects found at his dig site of Kolhapur, also in the 
Deccan, might have originated in Campania, and more precisely in Capua and Pozzuoli. This adds weight to the idea 
that the owner of House 5 had been in India and potentially brought back the statuette himself. All the articles in the 
bibliography, and especially from 1961 (for Ter) and 1973 (for Bhokardan) say there was trade and evidence of 
Western presence, even if Ð generally - the Western presence would have been near or at the ports. Tomber, Indo-
Roman Trade: From Pots to Pepper, 131. For Indian literature - Tamil poet Tayan Kannanar (in his Agam 149.7-11) 
as example. 
200 Asaka and Iorio ÒÉlucroque India admota est: Contatti tra lÕIndia e lÕarea vesuviana,Ó 328-330. 
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home, too - he might not have bought the figure from the Nabateans at Puteoli, but rather 

brought the statuette home as a souvenir from a personal journey.201 

  

                                                
201 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 115 (and then Della Corte, Case Ed Abitanti Di Pompei, 
334) said (translation is authorÕs) it might have been a cult object of an eastern slave or a precious and curious 
memento of a patrician or a rich Pompeian merchant who frequented the market at Alexandria and collected exotic 
art and religious art. 
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Chapter 6 Ð Updating Maiuri  

Revisiting the Function  

But was the Pompeii figurine as we see it today always a stand-alone, or might it have 

been part of a larger piece? As mentioned, the Pompeii statuette, as its comparanda from 

Bhokardan and Ter, has a hole bored down from the top of the head through the body. This led 

Maiuri to believe the figure might have functioned, even if secondarily, as a mirror handle.202 

The assessment as a feminine beauty ÒtoiletÓ product was further supported by the fact that the 

attendants seem to be holding cosmetic boxes, and the main figureÕs sexual features are 

exaggerated. In addition, Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, is sometimes shown 

with two toilet attendants.203 While some scholars still echo MaiuriÕs theory that it might have 

been a mirror handle, by 1961 M. N. Deshpande, later Director General of the Archaeological 

Survey of India, was already noticing some strange perforations on the Ter ÒBig EyesÓ ivory 

statue, and in 1979 Elisabeth During Caspers conducted a reexamination of the function of both 

the Pompeii and Ter figurines.204 She hypothesized that the notches - miniscule triangular 

openings between the right leg of the main figure and the right leg of the small attendant who 

elevates the rectangular casket - might indicate that the Pompeii ivory was one of four caryatids 

supporting a small table or box.205 In this theory the projectile emerging from the head on the 

                                                
202 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 111-112, ÒÉse non un oggetto di pratico uso, quale 
poteva essere uno specchio, di cui la statuetta venisse ad essere, in un adattamento posteriore, il manico figurato.Ó 
During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei - a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 346 says it is 
crucial to note that, even if other scholars have failed to do so, Maiuri said it might have been used Òas a second 
functionÓ as a mirror handle. 
203 Levi D'Ancona, "An Indian Statuette from Pompeii," 170-172 argues that the presence of attendants points to the 
fact that both the Sanchi stupa II and the Pompeii statuette were based on imported Greco-Roman iconography. 
204 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei - a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 341-353. 
205 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei - a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 350-351 
also reconstructed the Ter figurine as a table leg, though based on its notches - two small circular holes below the 
knees - with a slightly different support system. On page 349 During Caspers used the Begram statues, which were 
furniture pieces, to support her argument, that the Pompeii and Ter figures might have served to support Òluxury 
furniture such as chests, boxes, small tables, low stools etc.Ó 
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Pompeii figurine, and indicated on the Ter ÒBig Eyes,Ó was yet further support for an object that 

would have been resting above.206 

Caspers' article, which included schematics of both the Pompeii (Fig. 27) and Ter ÒBig 

EyesÓ functioning as legs aligned with their individual notches, was very convincing and makes 

one wonder how any scholar can continue to say the Pompeii figurine was a mirror handle, 

especially with various protrusions that would have made it heavy and awkward to hold, and 

with no signs of wear from grasping.207 It might well have been a low table for serving food or 

part of a cosmetic box for House 5Õs wife or daughter.  

In addition, upon observation at the MANN, this author noticed some aspects not in the 

Caspers article that seem to give credence to the Òtable legsÓ theory, namely that the figureÕs 

gaze is to her left, her left breast is much bigger than her right breast, the necklace is bigger on 

her left-hand side, the two ÔbuttonsÕ above her breasts are very strange, and again the one on her 

left seems slightly bigger than the one on the right. That is, the figure's left side is accentuated, 

seemingly awkwardly, when viewing it from the front. In addition, if oneÕs left leg is positioned 

in front of the right leg and one is looking left, it is more natural for the right hip to jut out. 

Instead, the left hip of the Pompeii figurine is jutted out in a twisting unnatural position, that is, 

however, consistent with the left-orientation of the object. In short, the entire statue seems to be 

ÒpointingÓ in one direction. If the Pompeii figurine was one of a set, perhaps there were two 

pairs, and the figures were facing inward toward each other, probably on the long sides.  In this 

scenario the Pompeii figure would have been on the viewerÕs left, at the front of the table or box, 

or on the right, at the back of the table or box. 

                                                
206 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 349, 351 
and 353. 
207 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 347. 
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One of CaspersÕ revelations during this fresh look at an old object was to rethink the 

script/symbol hidden under the figure Ð not as an invocation to prayer and not as an artist 

signature, as others believed, but rather akin to instructions for assembly of the table or box Ð to 

indicate where the leg should be situated.208 If we presume there were three other legs, all 

beautifully carved and detailed, the tantalizing question is - what happened to the other 

statuettes? Since the statue was discovered with varied objects in the traces of what had been a 

box in a shed-like area of the peristyle, it is probable that the table or chest was already broken 

before AD 79; that is, that the figurine was already detached from its home object. Perhaps it 

broke in the earthquake of AD 62, or perhaps closer to the eruption of AD 79. Perhaps the owner 

of House 5 took the ÒlegÓ that was still intact to PompeiiÕs resident ivory worker, Furius, to see if 

he could fix it, or make a new set from raw tusks from the games at the amphitheater. Perhaps 

Furius did not feel up for the task, or was too busy, and our owner, understanding the intrinsic 

value, kept the one "legÕ in a box in the shed, thinking he could perhaps find a similar one on a 

future journey to Alexandria or even to travel to India to commission a new set, with the lone 

figure in hand as his example.  

 

Revisiting the Symbol Underneath 

If the southern Satavahanas created the Pompeii figurine how are we to make sense of the 

typically ÒnorthernÓ Karoshthi script on the bottom?  Moti Chandra, in agreement with Maiuri 

had this insight, Òthe appearance of Karoshthi on the ivory would suggest that it was carved in 

the region where Karoshthi was well-known, though the possibility of an ivory carver knowing 

Karoshthi and working further south in Mathura or Ujjain cannot be ruled out.Ó He also took it 

                                                
208 During Caspers, ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei - a Reconsideration of its Functional Use,Ó 350. 
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further by saying, ÒIt is possible that the ivory was manufactured for a Òforeign marketÓ where 

Karoshthi was better understood than Brahmi, and hence the use of the Karoshthi letter.Ó He 

notes that, for example, we have proof that Indian carvers visited Alexandria Egypt, Òperhaps in 

search of fresh markets and to study new taste.Ó209  This would seem to support the possibility 

that carvers were entrepreneurial, and a Karoshthi symbol does not preclude southern 

production. All that said Dr. Serena Autiero hypothesizes the symbol is in fact Brahmi script 

which was more common in Satavahana territory.210 If so, it will be interesting to determine if 

the Brahmi meaning would or could coincide with Caspers assembly directions theory. 

 

Revisiting the Iconography 

How would the Roman viewer have interpreted this figure? Even with all the debates to 

try to determine which goddess the statue was representing, this authorÕs research had led her to 

believe the following. First, the iconography and evolution of the pre-Aryan Sri to the Hindu 

Lakshmi to the slightly more generic Buddhist Yakshi to the Salabhanjika (tree goddess) is so 

overlapping that without the vahana (vehicle) as the Begram statuettes have, it might be a stretch 

to interpret all of the flowers as lotus and ÒLakshmiÓ indicators, as Maiuri did.211 The 

iconographies of these various goddesses, as well as Maya, the mother of the Buddha, are easily 

blurred and confused.212 In addition, the Lakshmi is usually seated or standing on a lotus, 

                                                
209 Chandra, ÒAncient Indian Ivories,Ó 27-28.  
210 As mentioned in an earlier footnote, Dr. Serena Autiero, in an email dated 7, June, 2019 states, Òif you look at the 
Brahmi script used by the Satavahanas there is a much better correspondence with the letter "je" (j + vocalic sound 
for e).  On 12 June she added, Òit seems more a consonant + vowel in Brahmi script, a reversed Ò3Ó with an added 
sign, not a sign made with a continuous line as it should be if Karoshthi.Ó  She will follow up with an epigrapher to 
test her theory soon. 
211 Levi D'Ancona, "An Indian Statuette from Pompeii," 172, felt there were none at all. 
212 Julia A. B. Hegewald, ÒReuse Theory as a Method for Critical Analysis in Art History Research,Ó in Glimpses of 
Indian History and Art: Reflections on the Past, Perspectives for the Future, ed. Tiziana Lorenzetti and Fabio 
Scialpi (Roma: Sapienza Universitˆ Editrice, 2012), 91 Ògods and goddesses with great popular appeal have often 
been associated with a number of different religious groups simultaneously. Hindus, for instance, reused Buddha 
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whereas the Pompeii figure is standing on a plinth. Second, the tondo Maiuri cited at Sanchi 

stupa #2 with two attendants was probably an anomaly, and thus without either the consort 

Vishnu or elephant accompaniment, the figurine is probably not a Lakshmi. Another obstacle to 

accepting the figure as Lakshmi is that deities are rarely drawn on objects of utilitarian purpose, 

whether a mirror handle, which was believed at the time, or a table or box leg, as in recent 

theories.213 In addition, touching the earring is an attribute not only of Sri-Lakshmi but also of 

strit-ratna.Ó214 According to Dwivedi, Chandra and others, it is quite likely the Pompeii figurine 

was ÒonlyÓ an idealized female figure, akin to a queen or a courtesan, and not necessarily 

divine.215 Finally, even though Maiuri initially said it might have been an Òeastern slaveÕsÓ cult 

statue or talisman, scholars today do not feel the statue was an object of worship, so determining 

which goddess might be moot.216  

That said, the Romans might well have considered the statuette, with its exaggerated 

femininity, to be an Indian version of their own Venus or Aphrodite, the goddess of love. 

Pompeii was very cosmopolitan. Its inhabitants lived in a polytheistic society, and as Rome 

conquered and assumed more territories, it absorbed other gods Ð for example, there was the 

aforementioned temple to the Egyptian goddess Isis, at Pompeii.217 So a piece of art or even a 

religious statue from another culture would not have been seen as transgressive or sacrilegious; it 

                                                                                                                                                       
Vishnu. Likewise a goddess on a lotus flower flanked by two lustrating elephants, widely known in Hinduism as 
GajaLakshmi, can also be encountered in early Buddhist art for example on the toranas at Sanchi, as well as in Jain 
Temples. In some situations it is clear who borrowed from whom, but in others this can be harder to establish.Ó  
213 Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone Carvings from the Earliest to the Modern Times, 66.  
214 Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone Carvings from the Earliest to the Modern Times, 62. 
Stri-ratna is Sanskrit for ÒgemÓ or Òjewel of a womanÓ Ð an ideal woman. 
215 Early on: Vogel, then Bussagli, ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts with Italy,Ó 16. Chandra, ÒAncient 
Indian Ivories,Ó 28-31. Instead Lapatin and J. Paul Getty Museum, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome 
recently (2015) identified the statuette as a probable yakshi. 
216 Maiuri, ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei,Ó 115. As example Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman 
Town, 11 only repeats/cites the Òsouvenir of a Pompeian traderÕs travelsÓ part of MaiuriÕs theory. 
217 Beard, Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, 150, 276 and 303. 
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would have been seen as exotic, chic and prestigious - a talking piece.218 When accompanying 

guests around the house (in this case more likely as a banquet item rather than something in the 

boudoir) the patron might have woven wondrous tales of his daring travels to the edge of their 

known world. If instead he had purchased the figurine from the local Nabateans, who, when 

pressed for the Indian backstory, claimed it was a Lakshmi or Yakshi, it would have conjured 

associations with prosperity and fortune that might have helped make the sale. In fact, only a few 

houses down from the House of the Indian Statuette is a fortune-bearing fresco of Venus, patron 

goddess of Pompeii, riding four elephants.219 Even if she is not depicted with elephants, the 

statuette is made from the tusk of an elephant, so for those who wanted to believe she was a 

Lakshmi, the elephant Ð and the fortune - might have been implicit. It is also possible that with 

her exaggerated and bold feminine features (even Venus is often depicted as modestly covering 

her pubis and breast), the figure might have been seen a sort of female version of Priapus, the 

god of fertility and prosperity.220  

In addition to being brought or being bought, the statuette (or chest) might have been a 

gift, but in any case, the long travels and the material with which it was made would have made 

the ivory a prized possession in the household of I.8.5. As Tronchin summarizes, Òas a 

conversation piece in which the owner became an agent for interpretation, the stories would have 

added another layer to the social value of the collection. The miniaturized and literally 

domesticated eclectic art collections in a villa or domus attested to the cultural and artistic 

                                                
218 Tronchin, "Introduction: Collecting the Eclectic in Roman Houses," 273. (Also Tronchin, 268 speaks of multiple 
meanings depending of viewer). 
219 Verecundus Region IX.7.6 was a ÒfelterÓ (a clothes maker) according to Berry, The Complete Pompeii, 209. Re: 
elephants - Anthony King, ÒMammals: Evidence from Wall Paintings, Sculpture, Mosaics, Faunal Remains and 
Ancient Literary Sources,Ó in The Natural History of Pompeii, ed. Wilhelmina F. Jashemski and Frederick G. Meyer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 432. 
220 Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter,Ó 13 ÒSri-Lakshmi is primarily a goddess of fertility (and to lesser extent 
beauty) hence it should come as no surprise that her nudity should be emphasized.Ó 
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knowledge of the owner as well as demonstrating the wealth and wherewithal required to gather 

such an assemblage.Ó221 

 

Conclusion 

In brief conclusion, in the 80 years since the discovery of the ivory figurine at Pompeii, 

many theories have been overturned. Though the name has persisted, most scholars today feel 

that the object may not be a Lakshmi, as Maiuri originally surmised. She may not even be the 

more generic yakshi. Instead, IndiaÕs most esteemed post-Maiuri art historians believed she was 

simply the representation of an ideal woman or even a highly regarded courtesan.222 The date of 

the figurine's production has been confirmed as the first century AD. The statuette does not seem 

to have been a mirror handle, but rather the leg of a low table or box, and both surface finds and 

excavations have revealed comparanda that indicate the statuette was most likely created much 

further south than Maiuri ever imagined. 

Yet many questions still remain. For example, can we find more information about the 

Indian consultant Òde LorenzoÓ and or the restoration process itself by Armando Mancini? Also, 

is this statue the only known object from India that we can provenance? A footnote in a 1950 

article by renowned scholar Mario Bussagli alluded to an Indian object found in or stored in 

Mainz, Germany.223 Research to date, including queries to his former students in Rome and 

scholars in Germany, has revealed no such object. More recently, a 2011 PhD thesis made a 

                                                
221 Tronchin, "Introduction: Collecting the Eclectic in Roman Houses," 280. 
222!Chandra, ÒAn Ivory Figure from Ter.Ó The Òroyal ladyÓ argument starts page 8 (and others, such as Vogel and 
Bussagli also felt she was not necessarily divine). Dwivedi, Indian Ivories: A Survey of Indian Ivory and Bone 
Carvings from the Earliest to the Modern Times, 62. 
223 Bussagli, ÒThe archaeological aspect of Asiatic contacts with Italy,Ó 14, speaking of Indian and Far Eastern 
objects that reached the Roman West he says, Òrare samples of objects and coins that have been found in Europe,Ó 
and in the footnote: Òfor example the Kaniska coins found in England, buddhist [sic] statues found in Bulgaria, and 
the small Indian figure from MainzÉÓ (as mentioned in footnote 36 and 94). 
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fleeting mention of a bronze statue found by now-deceased archaeologist Sara Santoro on the 

German-French border at Bliesbruck-Reinheim that might be from classical India.224 Then there 

are numerous busts in Rome Ð at the Galleria Borghese, Biblioteca Corsini, Museo Nazionale Ð 

that, based on the hairstyle, some scholars feel might be depicting Indians.225 If so, could the 

lamp found in I.8.14 (Fig. 10) depict an Indian as well?   

Artifacts from excavations of 80 years ago, and their associated archival material, 

possibly misinterpreted or overlooked, may very well benefit from a fresh look, especially as 

scholars branch out of their previous culture-specific approach and embrace the study of ancient 

globalization. For example, the intriguing objects found with the Indian statue in Region I, Insula 

8, House 5 Ð in particular the male bone statue Ð should be reexamined in order to determine 

what they might reveal to us about the owner and to what degree he might have been personally 

involved in the global exchange.  For now, the ivory statuette found at Pompeii remains the best, 

if not the only, material evidence in the West demonstrating a fruitful, prosperous and peaceful 

trade relationship among many different cultures, 2000 years ago. 

 

  

                                                
224 Serena Autiero, ÒI rapporti culturali e commerciali nellÕOceano Indiano occidentale alla luce dei dati storici, 
letterari, epigrafici, numismatici, archeologici e storico-artistici (III sec. a.C. Ð V sec. d.C.)Ó (PhD diss., Sapienza 
Universita di Roma, 2011) 
225 Cimino, Ancient Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India, 131 
and plates 30 and 31. But Gioia de Luca, I Monumenti Antichi di Palazzo Corsini in Roma (Roma: Academia 
Nazionale dei Lincei, 1976), Tav. LXX and LXXI, Catalogue Entry 46, inv n. 696 says the one in their library might 
be a/the Syrian priest Bassiano, father of Julia Domna. 



 
60 

Figure 1 Ð Indian Statuette upon discovery in 1938, Region I, Insula 8, House 5 

 
 
Image source: Maiuri, Amedeo. ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei.Ó Le Arti (1939): 
111-115. Tav XLV, n.1 
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Figure 2 Ð Indian Statuette at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli 
(MANN) 
 

 
 
Image source: photograph taken by author, October 2018 
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Figure 3 Ð The statuette found in Pompeii, after restoration 
 

 
 
Image source: Maiuri, Amedeo. ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei.Ó Le Arti (1939): 
111-115. Tav XLII 
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Figure 4 Ð The hole in the Pompeii Indian figureÕs occiput 

 
 
Image source: During Caspers, Elisabeth C. L. ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a 
Reconsideration of its Functional Use.Ó In South Asian Archaeology 1979: Papers from the Fifth 
International Conference of the South Asian Archaeologists in Western Europe Held in the 
Museum fur Indische Kunst Der Staatlichen Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, edited by Herbert 
Hartel, 343, Fig 5, credited as: courtesy of Soprintendenza archeologica, Napoli 
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Figure 5 Ð The ÒkaroshthiÓ symbol on the bottom of the Pompeii Indian figurine 

 
Image source: Maiuri, Amedeo. ÒStatuetta Eburnea Di Arte Indiana a Pompei.Ó Le Arti (1939): 
112 
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Figure 6 Ð The goddess Lakshmi depicted on the Bharhut Buddhist stupa railing pillar, 2nd 
century BCE, from (modern) Madhya Pradesh, now at the Indian Museum, Kolkata, West 
Bengal, India

 
 
 
Image source: Wikipedia/Biswarup Ganguly 
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Figure 7 Ð Layout of Region I and adjacent areas, purple indicates excavations under Maiuri, 
1924-1961, including Insula 8, Pompeii  

 
 
 
Image source: Unpeeling Pompeii: Studies in Region I of Pompeii, edited by Joanne Berry, and 
Soprintendenza Archeologica Di Pompei, 41-47. Milano: Electa, 1998. Page 4-5 illustrated by 
Marie-Noelle Janssens 
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Figure 8 Ð Plan of Reg. I, Insula 8 Pompeii at the time of the eruption in AD 79  

 
 
Image source: Castiglione Morelli del Franco, Vincenzina, Rosa Vitale. ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 
1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica.Ó Rivista di Studi Pompeiani III (1989): 186  
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Figure 9 Ð Graffiti found in I.8.5, Pompeii 

 
 
Image source: Castiglione Morelli del Franco, Vincenzina, Rosa Vitale. ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 
1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica.Ó Rivista di Studi Pompeiani III (1989): 192 
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Figure 10 Ð Clay Lamp found in Pompei I.8.14 (same insula as the Indian Statuette, almost 
directly behind, facing via di Castricio) 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Castiglione Morelli del Franco, Vincenzina, Rosa Vitale. ÒLÕinsula 8 della Regio 
1: un campione dÕindagine socio-economica.Ó Rivista di Studi Pompeiani III (1989): 203 
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Figure 11 Ð Example of a rare Chryselephantine Mask on display at National Museum of Rome, 
Palazzo Massimo alle Terme 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Photograph by the author, June 2015 
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Figure 12 Ð Ivory furniture support, Kushan art, from the Begram Treasure, AD 1st century 
 

 
Image source: Courtesy of National Museum of Afghanistan and J.C. Merriman off wiki/Flickr, 
2014 
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Figure 13 Ð The Goddess Lakshmi with two attendants cited in MaiuriÕs article, Tav XLV, n.2, 
from Sanchi Buddhist stupa 2 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Wikipedia, but originally from 
https://kevinstandagephotography.wordpress.com/2018/04/04/sanchi-stupa-2/#jp-carousel-12404 
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Figure 14 - Bone mirror handle, AD 1st C, from Taxila, now in National Museum of Delhi  
 
 

 
 
Image source: "#$%&%'%(!)*!+*!,-%$'.!/012%0!3405!62#7$58!20!9:5!;%9240%'!<7857=(!;5&!
>5':2*,!!"#$%"&'%()#$!?@(!04*!ABC!D!"#$EF!AGG!D:99HFBB&&&*I894$*4$#B89%J'5BGKLMMAA@E* 
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Figure 15 Ð Bone female figure, found at Chaurisi (Mathura), now in Archaeological Museum, 
Mathura 
 

 
Image source: "#$%&%'%(!)*!+*!,-%$'.!/012%0!3405!62#7$58!20!9:5!;%9240%'!<7857=(!;5&!
>5':2*,!!"#$%"&'%()#$!?@(!04*!ABC!D!"#$EF!A?M!D:99HFBB&&&*I894$*4$#B89%J'5BGKLMMAA@E* 
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Figure 16 Ð Sri-Lakshmi bone figure, 50 BC, found at Ahichchhatra (near Mathura), now in 
National Museum, New Delhi 

 
 
Image source: "#$%&%'%(!)*!+*!,-%$'.!/012%0!3405!62#7$58!20!9:5!;%9240%'!<7857=(!;5&!
>5':2*,!!"#$%"&'%()#$!?@(!04*!ABC!D!"#$EF!A?K!(:99HFBB&&&*I894$*4$#B89%J'5BGKLMMAA@E* 
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Figure 17 Ð Ivory statuette, surface find at Ter, Maharashtra, India, 1930s, published much later 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Lamture family and Museum (Powerpoint received January 20, 2019) 
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Figure 18 Ð Ivory statuette, surface find at Ter, Maharashtra, India, 1930s, published only once? 
by Cimino, but with no accompanying text 

 
 
 
 
Image source: Photograph by Dr. Maya Patil, received via email Dec 2, 2018, Ter Museum, 
Maharashtra, India 
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Figure 19 Ð Female statuette, surface find at Ter, Maharashtra, India, 1930s of an unsure material 

 
 
Image source: Lamture family Powerpoint (received Jan 20, 2019), Lamture private collection 
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Figure 20 Ð Bone statuette. surface find, Ter, Maharashtra, India, 1930s, published only once, in 
1968 at which time Agrawala said Òit has not been properly studied as yet.Ó Research has failed 
to produce any articles in the intervening 50 years. 
 

 
 
Image source: Lamture family Powerpoint (received January 20, 2019), Lamture private 
collection 
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Figure 21 Ð Ivory statuette, surface find at Ter, Maharashtra, India, 1930s - never published? 
 

 
  
Image source: Photograph by Dr. Maya Patil, received via email Dec 2, 2018, Ter Museum, 
Maharashtra, India 
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Figure 22 Ð India: Kushan territories (full line) and maximum extent of the Kushan dominions 
under Kanishka the Great (dotted line), according to the Rabatak inscription (found 1993) 
 

 
 
Image source: Wikipedia, created by World Imaging, 2007, protected under Creative Commons 
license 
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Figure 23a Ð A modern map extracted from information provided by the Periplus Maris 
Erythraei, 1st c AD.  

 
 
 
Image source: Wikipedia, created by World Imaging, 2007, protected under Creative Commons 
license 
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Figure 23b Ð Close-up of previous map. Note Paethan (modern Paithan) and Tagara (modern 
Ter) in south central India, also the port of Barygaza (modern Baruch) 
 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Wikipedia, created by World Imaging, 2007, protected under Creative Commons 
license 
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Figure 24 Ð Satavahana capital, Paithan with the sites of the comparanda, Ter, and Bhokardan 
 

 
 
 
Image source: Google maps, 2018 
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Figure 25a Bhokardan fragment, found in 1st c stratum, 1973 
 

 
 
Image source: Plate XXVII.4, Photo by Rosa Maria Cimino from the book she edited: Ancient 
Rome and India: Commercial and Cultural Contacts between the Roman World and India. New 
Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1994.  
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Figure 25b Ð Artist reconstruction of the Bhokardan ivory 

 
 
 
Image source: Artist: M.R. Pimpare. From the book: Deo, Shantaram Bhalchandra, Ajay Mitra 
Shastri, Nagpur University. Department of Ancient Indian History, Culture, and Archaeology, 
and Marathwada University, Aurang%b%d, India. Department of History & Ancient Indian 
Culture. Excavations at Bhokardan (bhogavardhana), 1973. 1st ed. Nagpur: Nagpur University, 
1974.  
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Figure 26 Ð Bay of Naples including the port of Pozzuoli (ancient Puteoli) in relation to Pompeii 

 
Image source: Google Maps, 2018 
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Figure 27 Ð Pompeii statuette as a table leg, hypothetical drawing by Elisabeth During Caspers 

 
 
Image source: During Caspers, Elisabeth C. L. ÒThe Indian Ivory Figurine from Pompei-- a 
Reconsideration of its Functional Use.Ó In South Asian Archaeology 1979: Papers from the Fifth 
International Conference of the South Asian Archaeologists in Western Europe Held in the 
Museum fur Indische Kunst Der Staatlichen Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, edited by Herbert 
Hartel, 341-353. Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 1979. Page 352 
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