Episode Twenty-Eight - The Number of Shapes
Atoms Is Not Infinite, But Innumerable

INDIA'S IVORY PALISADE

Against the theory that atoms of each shape are infinite in number it could be ob-
jected that certain things in nature are extremely rare. Forestalling this argument,
Lucretius appeals to the Epicurean doctrine of isonomia, according to which the
uncommonness of a species in one place is balanced by its abundance in another.
For example, elephants are rare in Italy but plentiful in India (Lucr. 2. 536-40):

sicut quadripedum cum primis esse videmus

in genere anguimanus elephantos, India quorum
milibus ¢ multis vallo munitur ebumo,

Ut penitus nequeat penetrari: tanta ferarum

vis est, quarum nos perpauca exempla videmus.

The “ivory palisade” defending India has been interpreted in three ways: (1) as a leg-
end of some kind (Munro, Bai]e_ﬂ,' referring either to an actual wall of ivory or a liv-
ing barrier of elephants (Reid %% (2) as an exaggerative reference to the practice of
using elephant tusks as palings or incorporating them into buildings (Ernout, Borth-
wick):? (3) as a metaphorical allusion to the use of elephants in warfare (Creech,

1. H. A, ). Munro, T, Lucreti Cari “De Rerum Narwra™ Libri Sex,? vol. 2 (Cambridge, 1893), p. 48
il know no other mention of this fable™), C. Bailey, Titi Lucreti Cari "De Rerum Natura™ Libri Sex,
vol, 2 (Oxford, 1947), p. 891; ¢f. O. Gigon, “Lukrez und Ennius,” in Lucréce, Fondation Hardt pour I'é-
tude de Fantiquité classigue, Entretiens 24 {Vandoeuvres-Geneve, 1977), p. 185,

2. 1. 5. Reid, “Lucretiana,” HSCP 22 (1911): 38. The elder Pliny reports thal elephants will sponta-
neously form a battle-line against hunters (HN 8. 9).

3. A. Ernout, “Lucréce et les éléphants,” BPh 44 (1970} 203-5; E. K. Borthwick, "Lucretius’ Ele-
phant Wall,” €@ n. 5. 23 (1973) 291-92, To judge from Creech's note (see n. 4 below). this was also the
interpretation of Lambinus.
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