TWO ROMAN IVORIES FROM GREENWICH
PARK, LONDON

STEPHEN GREEP

The two ivories which form the subject of
this short paper were among the finds
recovered during excavations in 1902 on
the site of a Roman building in Greenwich
Park and were subsequently published by
Webster in his discussion of the site'. Both
‘objects are now deposited, together with a
small number of other finds? from the 1902
excavation, in the British Museum. The
site has been the subject of recent small
scale excavations by Mr. H. Sheldon and
Mr. B. Yule in advance of tree planting
though no comparable objects were
recovered®,

The first piece consists of two parts, the
front and back of a scabbard chape* (Fig. 1).
Both are incomplete, front and back being
68 mm high, the front 56 mm at its widest, the
reverse only 28mm. Although clearly
associated by its method of construction (see
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below) with other two-piece box-chapes it lacks
the splayed ends and decoration of the more
common forms®. Instead it is a true rectangle
in shape and decorated simply with a pair of
grooves towards either edge, both front and
back, rather than the central mid-rib and
pelta-shaped cut-outs more normal on box
chapes. Only the outer surfaces are worked to
a smooth finish, the interior being left
relatively rough. As with all two-piece chapes
the back fits, and was presumably glued into,
an internal groove on either side of the chape
front (Fig. 2), effectively forming a box,
constituting the complete scabbard chape. The
regular shape of the Greenwich Park chape
appears unique, the use of ivory unusual, but
not unknown. A chape from Nettleton, Wilts.¢
is manufactured from a single piece of ivory
and is of the normal sub-rectangular form,
decorated with pelta-shaped cut-outs. A
number of round ivory chapes, also manu-

Fig. 1 lvory scabbard chape: a) front b) back. (2/3)
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factured from a single piece of ivory, are
known from the Continent’. Whereas most
bone chapes were constructed in two parts
because a piece of bone wide enough for single
piece manufacture could rarely be found, this
was clearly not the case with ivory examples.
That the Greenwich Park chape is constructed
in two parts, unnecessarily, 1s therefore most
unusual.

To the side of the chape front, and carved in
one with it, is a representation of a scabbard
shide with a central rectangular opening and
one end terminating in a knob, a form recently
discussed by Chapman®. Slides of this type are
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themselves rare British finds being limited to
examples from London®, Colchester'®,
Llandough'', York'? and South Shields'?, and
are equally uncommon on the Continent'*.
Scabbard slides such as these'’ are to be
associated with the long sword and served as a
method of suspension, providing a loop for the
sword with a belt passing through the central
rectangular opening. They were vertically
fastened to the scabbard and secured by
binding through lateral holes and,
additionally, by the presence of a small tab at
either end which could be placed under the
leather scabbard covering (Fig. 3). The
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Fig. 2 Reconstruction and assembly of the
Greenwich Park chape. (2/3)

integral slide on the Greenwich Park piece,
however, is placed at the very end of the
scabbard'® since it is in direct association with
the chape itself. Additionally the aperture
through which the belt would pass, is much
smaller than on the majority of slides'’.
Furthermore, as carved the slide is depicted
upside down with the knob facing towards the
top rather than the bottom of the scabbard as
seen on those scabbards with slides carved in
one (see below). Clearly therefore, the
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Fig. 3 Attachment and function of scabbard
slides (after Chapman, 1977).

Greenwich Park slide must be regarded as no
more than a representation.

Two further objects are relevant to the
discussion. At Omal, Belgium'® a single-piece
wvory scabbard with integral slides on either
side carved in a functional position was
discovered in a late Roman grave. A second
association of ivory scabbard with integral
slide is recorded from a Roman cemetery at
Khisfine near Damascus'®, this too having a
slide in a functional position.

The dating of the Greenwich Park chape
must rely upon the evidence for both bone box-
chapes and the slides discussed above. The
chronology and development of the box-chape
series has been discussed by Oldenstein?® who
concluded, on continental evidence, that they
belonged to the late 2nd and 3rd centuries.
The evidence from Britain confirms his
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conclusions. There are examples from Dover?!
and Caerleon?®? which lie early in the sequence
but the majority of dated pieces belong to the
3rd century®*. The chronology of scabbard
slides is less secure. There are two examples
from the Saalburg’ on the Rhine /limes
abandoned ¢. AD 260*° and Trousdale®® notes
further examples from Nydam, Denmark, in
early 3rd-century contexts and a 3rd-century
piece from Novae, Bulgaria. The ivory
scabbard with integral slide from the Khisfine
cemetery (see above) is from a grave of the 2nd
century but one of the two London examples
was from a dump deposit containing coins to
AD 364°". The evidence therefore points most
strongly to a date in the later 2nd and 3rd
centuries for the Greenwich Park chape.

Plate 1

Decorated ivory plaque.
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The second object®® consists of an ivory

plaque 54mm long and 26 mm wide (Pl. 1).
The front of the plaque depicts a well executed
bust of a female holding a floral decorated
shield above her head and resting on her
shoulders. The reverse is plain and unworked.
It is broken and badly chipped below the
figure’s neck. The identification of the figure is
uncertain but is possibly a ‘Meanad’ of some
sort?®,

Elaborate ivory carvings such as this are
rare in Britain. There are only two comparable
finds, both from Caerleon??. The first is in the
form of a tragic mask, the second showing a
female figure supporting a basket of fruit on
the head of a small cupid, probably a Bacchic
scene. Although one of the Caerleon pieces has
been described as ‘from a ladies work basket’
the most likely function of these pieces is as
mounts on elaborately carved couches, such as
those illustrated by Richter’' where similar
pieces are found inserted into the fulcrum of
the couch?®?. The reverses of the Caerleon and
Greenwich Park pieces are plain, and only the
Caerleon plaque in the form of a tragic mask
with a number of small perforations to receive
?pins, demonstrates the means of attachment.
While there are a small number of carved bone
plaques recorded from Britain®?, these are
generally of poor quality and there is little from
Britain to compare with the wealth of carved
bone and ivory material recorded from other
provinces*®.

The dating of the Greenwich Park plaque is
difficult. If it is derived from the fulcrum of a
couch, as seems likely, then a date within the
early Roman period seems probable.

The two Greenwich Park ivories are
rare and important pieces. True ivories®’
are uncommon not only in Roman Britain
but over much of the Continent as well at
this period’, and the discovery of two such
exceptional pieces from one site is most
unusual. With a small number of
exceptions’’ Roman ivories are indivi-
dualistic pieces, perhaps often produced to
order. There is no evidence for the
manufacture of ivory objects in the
Roman period in Britain and there seems
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little doubt that both Greenwich Park
objects are imports. The importation of
ivory into the Roman world from both
India and Africa is well recorded®®.
Although an ivory carvers guild is known
from Rome?®’ this cannot have been the
only manufacturing centre and the origin
of the Greenwich Park objects must
remain uncertain.
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