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16	 See N. Penny, P. Schade and H. O’Neill, The Sansovino Frame (London, 2015).
17	 The damage suffered by these architectural members allows one to see how the concave wall behind them has been excavated with some sort of pick. 

Similar excision is evident on the rear wall of the cavity below the Marys at the Tomb in the Louvre’s Crucifixion plaque. Here close inspection reve-
als traces of a projection to which a relic may have been attached or even part of its depiction. Without mentioning these vestiges, D. Gaborit-Cho-
pin, Ivoires médiévaux VIe-XVe siècle (Paris, 2003), 210–12, cat. 60, suggested that the relic in question may have been a fragment of the True Cross.  

18	 Ars Sacra, 135–36, cat. 9. The attachment of architectural apices to the frame is especially evident in the Journey to Bethlehem plaque in Cleveland.  
Bologna, L’enigma degli avori, 2: 430–31, cat. 69, with a better photo in The Glory of Byzantium: Art and Culture in the Middle Byzantine Period A. D. 
843–1261, exhib. cat. ed. H. C. Evans and W. D. Wixom (New York, NY, 1997), 492, cat. 327.  Here, following Bergman, the plaque is attributed to 
“the third and final phase of Amalfitan ivory carving” and dated to c. 1100–20. 

19	 See Kessler’s essay below.  

segment of the celestial arc (Pl. 18), while the pretentious 
height of the Tower of Babel is conveyed by the head of 
the master-builder, who gives orders from the top of his 
folly, projecting above the upper frame (Pl. 11). Three-
dimensional in their own right, these borders sometimes 
pass in front of elements in the images, sometimes behind 
them. So it is in the case of the arc of heaven from which 
emerges the angel who gestures toward the Paralytic (Pl. 
30). At the top of the plaque the celestial segment replaces 
the frame; at the right the frame traverses the arc. Such 
modifications variously contribute to the realization of 
the iconography of the scenes below. Thus the arc that 
contains God instructing Moses to remove his shoes falls 
from behind the upper border only to advance to the 
point where, at left, it is inserted into the column that  
divides the scene from Jacob’s dream at Bethel (Pl. 16). In 
this way the arc is truly sculptural. But even here it is sur-
passed in volume by the segment weighed down by the 
Lord who commands Abraham to substitute the scape-
goat for his son (Pl. 13). God’s double gesture appears to 
inflate the arc, turning it into a container for his anthro-
pomorphic presence. And thereby an important distinc-
tion is made between segments that are uninhabited or 
indicate the luminaries (as in the drilled holes in the seg-
ment above the Paralytic) only schematically and those 
inhabited by the incarnate God.

One last, if seemingly paradoxical, function of the 
frames deserves mentions. Borders that ostensibly sepa-
rate one scene from another may also serve to connect 
them. In a later essay in this book Kessler intimates that 
the vertical juxtaposition of the Healing of the Blind Man 
and the Marys at the Tomb (Pl. 31) may be no accident.19 
For my part, I am sure this insight is correct: there is a 
meaningful affinity between the restoration of sight and 
the Women who see the truth of the Resurrection. Similar 

curtain. Even more elaborate is the motif in the Massacre 
of the Innocents (Pl. 23) of Elizabeth sheltering in the 
cave and beholding the slaughter while the infant John, 
stretching out his right arm, commands the viewer, as it 
were, to witness the event. Further noteworthy is the fact 
that the border between this scene and the shepherds 
above constitutes part of the rocky enclosure, a role for 
the frames enclosing scenes that deserves more attention 
than it has received. Fixated on figural representations, 
scholars have ignored the boundaries that contain them. 
These are not later alien borders imposed on Old Master 
paintings in the manner of the so-called Sansovino frames 
of the sixteenth century and later16 but integral parts of 
the sculptors’ original handiwork. As such they performed 
a number of important tasks. First and most obviously, 
they help to shield the images they contain. While pro-
jecting delicate components like the colonettes in the 
drum of the Holy Sepulchre (Pl. 31) could not all be pro-
tected,17 evidently figures such as the head of Christ and 
the body of the Virgin, both of which rise above the level 
of the border in the Crucifixion (Fig. 3), were shielded 
from damage when a portion of the frame had, for what-
ever reason, broken off.

More often we can detect the sculptor’s decision to 
leave fine and often undercut details attached to the 
frame. This sort of calculation is evident when, for exam-
ple, the end of Adam’s hair (Fig. 4, detail) and the billow-
ing tail of the Leper’s cloak (Fig. 5, detail) are discreetly 
engaged with the surrounding border. Particularly vul-
nerable had they not been homogeneous in this manner 
would have been the tips of foliage and the gables and 
other promontories of built structures (Pl. 22).18 But the 
frames do more than provide protection. They lend a 
sense of scale to the compositions. The skyscraping alti-
tude of Mount Sinai is denoted by its passage behind the 

Fig. 3  Crucifixion, oblique, late eleventh century, 32.5 × 11.6 cm, ivory,  
Paris, Louvre, OA 4085
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  6	 The enduring emblematic role of undivided tusks in medieval Malian ceremony is evident from the observation of al-‘Umari (1301–49), who reports 
that the king of this realm sits on an ebony throne raised on a dais around which, “on all sides are elephant tusks one besides the other.”  For the 
Arabic text see Mamlakat Mali ind al-jughrafiyyin al-muslimin, ed. S. al-Din al-Munajid, 2 vols. (Beirut, 1963), 1: 51 with trans. by Hopkins as in  
n. 8 below, 265. 

  7	 A. Shalem, The Oliphant:  Islamic Objects in Historical Context (Leiden and Boston, 2004), figs. 72, 83, 85–87. A. Shalem with M. Glaser, Die mittel-
alterlichen Olifante, Die Elfenbeinskulpturen, 2 vols. (Berlin, 2014), 1: 162, propose, mistakenly in my view, that the ivory from S. Millán de la Co-
golla shows the transport of the tusk that was later to be cut up for the arca of which the plaque was a part.

  8	 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Zuhri, Kitab al-Djarāfiyya: Mappemonde du calife al-Ma’mūn reproduite par Fāzarī (IIIe/IXe s.) réédité et commentée 
par Zuhrī (VIe-XIIe s.), ed. M. Hadj-Sadok, Bulletin d’études orientales 21 (1968), 185 §329, 190 §314, trans. J. F. P. Hopkins in N. Levtzion and J. F. P. 
Hopkins, eds., Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West African History (Princeton, NJ, 2000), 95. The distinction may also be implicit in a comment 
slightly later in al-Zuhri, 97 §333, trans. Hopkins 97: “The people of this city [Kawkaw] take many elephants by hunting and eat their flesh, then 
export the tusks to Egypt and Syria.” I am grateful to Jonathan Brockopp for his philological advice. On the terms ‘āj and nāb and their ancient Se-
mitic etymology see Shalem with Glaser, Die mittelalterlichen Olifante, 29.

  9	 On these questions, see F. Bologna ed., L’enigma degli avori medievali da Amalfi a Salerno, exhib. cat., 2 vols. (Pozzuoli, 2007–08), 2:  398-401, cat. 57.
10	 For a fuller exposition of this feature see A. Cutler, The Hand of the Master: Craftsmanship, Ivory, and Society in Byzantium (9th–11th Centuries) 

(Princeton, NJ, 1994), 102–03.

29, reverse), and the vein of the nerve canal that emerges 
from it. That there are no traces of these processes on the 
carved side of the plaque testifies to his familiarity with 
his medium and to the nice judgment that went into the 
selection of panels that would yield the largest possible 
plaques for his further working. Generally, the subdivi-
sion of the panels to produce the plaques was performed 
with the use of a saw, an operation that raises the question 
why the reverse of the Christ at Emmaus, now in Berlin 
(Pl. 35, reverse), was effected instead with an adze. The 
question is unanswerable, but may be bound up with the 
complicated business of the plaque’s provenance and its 
problematical association with the fragments of Christ 
blessing the apostles as Bethany, now divided between 
Hamburg and Salerno.9

The thickness of these last plaques is 9 or 10 mm, 
enough to accommodate a “step” – the distance between 
the outer surface of the frame and the rear ground of the 
scene10 – of about 6 mm, but considerably less that that of 
the most dramatic examples in which dimensions of 11 or 
12 mm allowed, as in the Visitation and the Magi before 
Herod (Pl. 19), many levels of relief, and a succession of 
planes that enhanced the richness of the event depicted. If 
the latter is our response today, no less telling would be 
the effect on the medieval viewer as his or her gaze trav-
eled from one scene to its neighbor. Both the contrast be-
tween highly polished limbs, bodies and built structures 
and the pools of darkness from which they emerge, and 
the play of the resulting chiaroscuro, animated the event, 
bringing it to life in a manner scarcely comprehensible to 
the modern beholder for whom the narrative is not an ur-
gent account of providential salvation but a sequence of 
somewhat trite stories. Among the most telling examples 
is the Crucifixion (Pl. 32) where the art historian per-
ceives the undercutting and polishing of the parts of the 
corpus but where, for the medieval eye, these same tech-
niques would have emphasized the torsion of the head 

this day, huge tusks mark the portals of important African 
houses.6 And the history of European art is rich in illus-
trations of défenses, uncut, treasured and displayed at the 
site where they were presented.7 Moreover, the medieval 
Arabic texts that describe the transmission of such goods 
across the Sahara to the entrepôt of Sijilmasa for their 
journey northward carefully differentiate between ivory 
(‘āj) and tusks (nāb),8 differentiation that would not have 
been necessary were they of equal worth or addressed to 
the same end.

Nonetheless, ivory in its own right was valuable and 
evidence of the craftsman’s desire to exploit it to its maxi-
mum extent is his retention of the distal end of the pulp 
cavity on the reverse of Feeding of the Five Thousand (Pl. 

Fig. 1  Arrival of the tusk, reliquary of San Millán de la Cogolla, 
1060–80, ivory, formerly Berlin, Bode Museum, inv. no. 3008
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similarly unprofitable for the craftsman. Despite this, the 
edges of panels cut from zones close to the exterior may 
well retain portions of the husk. Given that these were not 
surfaces to be carved, the sculptor could afford to leave 
them, as is evident on the reverse of the plaque showing 
God blessing Noah and his descendants (Pl. 10). Removal 
of this portion would have reduced the surface available 
to the eborarius whose prime concern was to conserve 
precious material. 

The question of the source of this has been usefully re-
opened by Sarah Guérin who suggested that West African 
ivory, even more likely than dentin from the East African 
sub-species, was transported across the Sahara to ports on 
the Mediterranean. The model for this export, reasonably 
enough, was gold from Mali that traveled the same route.4 
In the present volume, however, she argues that the 
plaques with which we are concerned all came from a 
single immense tusk, a hypothesis that cannot be verified 
without close scrutiny of their reverses (something she 
admits she has not done). Although I, like Herbert Kessler 
and Francesca Dell’Acqua,5 have examined these “hidden” 
surfaces, we did not do so with an eye intent on assessing 
those continuities of grain and husk that would allow ad-
judication on this point. Nonetheless, it seems to me an 
improbable proposal. Certainly entire tusks were shipped 
in this manner, even as they approached their ultimate 
destination (Fig. 1). But such huge members were surely 
transported as trophies to be offered to some revered site 
or individual, rather than commodities to be divided. To 

If we wish to understand the Salerno ivories it is no use 
starting with the Word which was, as John declared at the 
start of his Gospel, in the beginning, and as the designer 
of the Salerno ivories planned his arrangement. Rather, 
our starting point must be, as Goethe and then Ludwig 
Wittgenstein grasped, the perception that “In the begin-
ning was the deed.”1 Given the absence of any contempo-
rary, external documentation the complex task of recog-
nizing how the plaques came into being is a problem 
necessarily prior to, and a condition of, understanding 
when and where they were made. In the spirit of diagno-
sis, scholars have long looked “through” the ivories in 
their attempts to answer these questions. Instead, in this 
first chapter I propose to look at these objects in all their 
three-dimensionality.

The deed with which the ivories began was of course 
the severing of the tusk from the elephant’s jaw, a mon-
strous act which alas continues to this day and leads di-
rectly to the creature’s death, if it has not already been 
killed in the course of the hunt.2 More often, particularly 
in antiquity and the medieval era, tusks could be found 
where the elephant had died of natural causes. Thereafter, 
the défense, as the French appropriately call this member, 
was divided longitudinally, a section that exposed both 
the pulp cavity and the so-called nerve canal that runs 
from approximately one fourth of the distance from the 
jaw to the tip of the tusk.3 The pulp cavity and the tip con-
sist of new material too soft to be workable, while the out-
side of the tusk is sheathed in a husk (cementum) that is 

Anthony Cutler

The Fabric, Facture and Enduring Enigma  
of the Salerno Ivories

  1	 Faust, part 1, scene 3:  “In Anfang war die That.”  Wittgenstein, Über Gewissheit, ed. G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright (New York, NY, 1972), 
51, §402.  

  2	 For an early modern image of this barbarous practice see the engraving by Jan Collaert II (1556–1625) after Giovanni Stradanus, Venationes ferarum 
aviarum (Antwerp, 1578), in Paris, BnF no. 690A; accessible via the British Museum ‹http://tinyurl.com/mir8g35› (accessed 22 Jan. 2015).

  3	 For schematic diagrams and discussions see A. Cutler, The Craft of Ivory: Sources, Techniques, and Uses in the Mediterranean World A. D. 200–1400 
(Washington, DC, 1985), 1; and J. Lowden, Medieval and Later Ivories in the Courtauld Gallery: Complete Catalogue (London, 2013), 11. The latter 
includes a somewhat idealized scheme to suggest the parts of the tusk from which differing types of worked ivory were derived.

  4	 S. Guérin, “Forgotten Routes? Italy, Ifrīqiya and the Trans-Saharan Ivory Trade,” Al-Masaq 25 (2013): 70–91, esp. 71–72. 
  5	 See Dell’Acqua’s chapter below.
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Foreword 

Speaking of the Salerno ivories means something differ-
ent from speaking of Murano glass, even if in both cases 
we combine the name of a city with that of a material. The 
definite article and the plural make the difference. In the 
first instance, the name of the material stands for a speci
fic group of objects made out of it, whereas in the second 
case, glass is a sort of collective singular. In most examples 
of the first category the toponym refers to the actual site 
of conservation or discovery of an artifact; one need only 
think of the Riace bronzes. This taxonomic logic does not 
necessarily imply that there are or ever were elephants in 
Salerno, that Salerno has been an important ivory market 
or the place of a remarkable ivory carving “industry.” It 
does not exclude, however, one of these possibilities. In-
trinsic to all this is the notion of mobility and transfer, 
dialectically bound to the desire and need to bind things 
to places. The reconstruction of where objects were made, 
where the material came from, and the location of their 
subsequent “travels” or dwellings in one or more sites we 
call their history or biography. To this another dimension 
must be added: artifacts in their actual state are, for the 
most part, not the same as they may have looked when 
they were created, partly because they are exposed to the 
dynamics of the physical world – materials alter, colors 
change or disappear depending on the conditions of their 
handling and storing – and partly because they have been 
reworked, fragmented or inserted in other objects, over-
painted or restored. In an art history obsessed with origin 
tales, that is, when, where, and by whom an object was 
made, all of these dimensions have been considered, if 
at all, in “negative” terms, or they have been studied in 
order to answer questions concerning their origin. Most 
attention has been devoted to the time “before” the arti-
fact, the processes of its conceptualisation and realization. 
When the questions of origin can be answered and the 
contexts reconstructed, the object itself is hardly of inter-
est anymore. As is well known, over the last two decades 

the approaches and methodologies of art history have 
substantially changed, shifted, or been enriched: the his-
tory of things and images has started to matter, especially 
in relation to transcultural dynamics and materiality. The 
study of routes are often preferred to those of roots, some-
times with new shortcomings, such as a lack of close look-
ing at the artifacts themselves. No less obvious, the old 
questions of the processes involved in producing artifacts 
in general, as well as in relation to an individual set of 
objects, remain relevant within the broader transcultural 
horizon, especially given the new attention to materiality, 
techniques, and new scientific methods of analysis, which 
are producing ever more detailed results. But questions 
remain, and the simplest and most intriguing one is what 
we do if the traditional basic demands of the when and 
where of production cannot be answered definitively. It 
is interesting to observe case-by-case how art historical 
research over the decades has advanced hypothesis after 
hypothesis concerning what we would term the origin of 
an artwork, and one wonders what we learn by means of 
these approaches, especially when the main problems or 
questions they pose remain, in the end, unresolved and 
unanswered. Can we deconstruct this research and re-
formulate questions that do not lead to such an aporia? 
The rethinking and restudying of the so-called Salerno ivo-
ries in this book are brilliant attempts to discuss a major 
medieval “monument” from such perspectives and under 
new methodological premises, working so to speak back-
wards in time. Certainly, we are dealing with a group of 
objects for which a centuries long presence in Salerno is 
well documented. Yet the circumstances of production 
and original function remain open to debate. Here the 
arguments are enriched by a profound discussion of the 
“material” history of the artifacts.

Rather than represent a quickly-gathered collection of 
essays, this book is the result of a complex collaborative 
endeavor, designed and realised by Francesca Dell’Acqua 
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Preface

chants, envoys, artisans, scholars, students, soldiers, and 
clerics who came to southern Italy, bringing objects with 
them and spreading knowledge and ideas. This may be 
one reason why the Salerno and Amalfi ivories seem to 
encapsulate stimuli of the most diverse origins and pres-
ent an extraordinary cultural complexity that eludes all 
attempts to label them. 

The picture offered by the essays in this book is that  
of an extensive map of the Mediterranean, on which the 
authors follow well-trodden paths as well as little-known 
trails. It is a map of Mediterranean networks and nodal 
points, extensive in both chronological and geographical 
terms, made of pieces of parchment in which very detailed 
areas are surrounded by wide swaths of terra incognita; a 
map with no clear margins, open to changes and further 
modifications to be made by the next cohort of scholars. 

Many, indeed, are the issues that await attention in the 
future: the role of local and international patronage in 
shaping, between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, what 
appears to be the original “container” of the Salerno ivo-
ries, that is, the city’s cathedral; the decorative and ideo-
logical employment of Roman marbles in the same build-
ing; the place of Salerno and Amalfi within Mediterranean 
commercial routes; the production of Byzantine-style 
mosaics beyond Byzantium and the subsequent establish-
ment of a mosaic tradition in southern Italy; the exchange 
of maestri marmorai between the Norman capitals of 
Salerno, Palermo, the Amalfitan coast, and Rome; the 
place of Salerno’s cathedral in the extensive loca sancta 
routes, and the evidence that pilgrims from the eastern 
Mediterranean came to venerate St. Matthew’s relics. These 
are just some of the questions that will need to be ad-
dressed from a broad diachronic perspective.

Yet for all their elusiveness, the Salerno ivories do ap-
pear as prime visual witnesses to remarkable intercultural 
interactions in the medieval world and, in offering a 
wealth of insights, the essays presented here mark a deci-
sive step forward in understanding them.

were manufactured, the origin of the material itself, their 
mode of production and technical and artistic character-
istics, as well as the ivories’ connections to Egypt, the 
Holy Land, Sicily, Montecassino, Spain, and Rome. 

The Salerno ivories clearly lie at the very heart of the 
complex nature of “Mediterranean art” at a time of in-
tense commercial and cultural exchange, in which Saler-
no and Amalfi played significant roles. So many essential 
questions are still subject to debate: whether they were 
commissioned by a pope, an archbishop, or a powerful 
secular ruler; if they were carved in the eleventh or twelfth 
century; if this occurred in Salerno, Amalfi, Palermo, or 
Rome, in a monastery, at a court, or in an independent 
workshop; if they were part of an archiepiscopal throne, 
an antependium, a set of doors, or a reliquary. And in ab-
sence of specific historical sources they, unfortunately, 
will remain so. Initially, there was hope that C14 analysis 
would at least settle the chronological question, yet at 
Dumbarton Oaks in 2011 Charles Little warned us that 
C14 would at best tell us something about the date of the 
elephant’s death, rather than about the date of the carving 
– even if it is questionable, as Anthony Cutler remarked, 
that such a rare commodity would have been stockpiled 
in the Middle Ages. At the same occasion, Noreen Tuross 
raised even more troubling questions about the precision 
C14 analysis could offer for such materials as the Salerno 
ivories. Hence it became clear that, in order to narrow down 
the chronology, it was necessary to probe more deeply 
into the historical framework and the cultural milieu in 
which the Amalfi and the Salerno ivories were produced. 
This is attempted in an exemplary manner in a number of 
essays presented here, which in many ways enhance our 
knowledge of the politically and culturally vibrant region 
of southern Italy under the Normans and its connections 
with the Near East, the Mediterranean basin, and north-
ern Europe. The different academic backgrounds of the 
scholars involved have been essential in sifting and con-
necting traces of evidence left by medieval pilgrims, mer-
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Mobility in the Early Ages of Globalisation,” directed  
by Hannah Baader, Avinoam Shalem, and myself in colla
boration with the Getty Foundation (running from 2009 to 
2015), which explored trans-Mediterranean research per-
spectives from Late Antiquity to the early modern period 
in a series of workshops, site-specific seminars, and sum-
mer schools with groups of fellows and invited scholars. 

This is not the place to discuss these and the many 
other pertinent research activities of and at the KHI or 
to delineate the conceptual frameworks and dynamics of 
Mediterranean art histories over the last decade. I would 
just like to underline the interest of the KHI, in collabora-
tion with various partners, in further exploring new hori-
zons in Mediterranean and trans-Mediterranean studies, 
methodologically and empirically. I read this volume as a 
major reflection on the role of Southern Italy in the me-
dieval Mediterranean in a collaboration concentrating on 
the Salerno ivories, here presented in new photographs, 
in a series of essays that provide groundbreaking insights 
and reformulated problems. 

Foreword

together with the co-editors of this volume and all au-
thors present in it. This work led the group to Amalfi, 
Salerno, Florence and Washington DC. The collabora-
tive research process is summarized in the introduction 
that follows, which acknowledges also the participating 
institutions. Here I wish only to express my gratitude to 
Francesca Dell’Acqua for her initiative as well as the en-
ergy and determination with which she promoted and 
followed the project in all its various stages. Avinoam 
Shalem, as a Max-Planck fellow, and I welcomed, with-
out hesitation, the proposal that the KHI engage in this 
project and, with growing enthusiasm, we witnessed how 
it strongly contributed to the trans-Mediterranean focus 
and research agenda of the Institute. One of the first ac-
tivities of the KHI in this respect was the exhibition on 
the Mandylion of Genoa in 2004 (in which Francesca 
Dell’Acqua played a major role), another was the con-
ference “Islamic Artifacts in the Mediterranean World,” 
transformed into a publication in 2010. Further related 
is the project and fellowship program “Art, Space and 
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Preface 

The subject of three monographs in some forty years,1 of 
the ambitious exhibition L’enigma degli avori medievali da 
Amalfi a Salerno (Salerno, Museo Diocesano, 2007–08),2 
and of numerous shorter studies,3 the so-called Salerno 
ivories preserved and kept mainly in the Museo Diocesano 
in Salerno, with individual plaques held by other major 
museums in the world, remain a mystery; fundamental 
questions regarding their patrons, the period and circum-
stances of their design and production, and the object they 
originally decorated are to this day open to speculation.

In 2007, with the aim of trying to unlock the ivories’ 
secrets, Francesca Dell’Acqua, Herbert L. Kessler, Avinoam 
Shalem, and Gerhard Wolf invited scholars from various 
disciplines to embark on the research project “Mediter-
ranean Cross-Currents: the So-Called ‘Salerno Ivories’ as 
Examples of Artistic Interaction in the Middle Ages” – a 
project of the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz – Max-
Planck-Institut. In December 2009 the Centro di Cultura 
e Storia Amalfitana hosted a first workshop in Amalfi, Gli 
avori “amalfitani” / “salernitani” e il Mediterraneo medievale, 
that was followed by another one titled Ivory Analysis 
Combined: Art History and Natural Science in June 2011 at 
Dumbarton Oaks, Washington DC, hosted by its director, 

Jan Ziolkowski, the director of its museum, Gudrun Bühl, 
and its then director of Byzantine Studies, Margaret  
Mullett. In early summer 2012, a symposium entitled The 
Tusk and the Book: The Salerno /Amalfi Ivories in their Me­
diterranean Contexts was then held at the Kunsthistori
sches Institut – Max-Planck-Institut Florenz.

This volume collects many of the papers produced for 
these three meetings and modified after an inspiring ex-
change of ideas among the participants, including most 
notably Anthony Cutler (first as a contributor to our under
standing of the techniques employed in carving the mate-
rial, and then as editor), Charles Little, Paul Williamson, 
and an assembly of graduate students. Though not all pa-
pers could be published here, the editors especially wish 
to thank Antonio Braca, Gudrun Bühl, Fulvio Cervini, 
Philippe Cordez, Elisabeth Corey, Holger Klein, Karen 
Mathews, and Mariam Rosser-Owen for their participa-
tion in and contributions to the various workshops and 
symposia mentioned above. Among the diverse issues the 
papers reconsider here are the dating and localization of 
the ivories, the models they drew upon, the innovations 
they introduced, the original function of the core objects, 
the religious and political contexts in which the ivories 
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The subject of three monographs in some forty years,1 of 
the ambitious exhibition L’enigma degli avori medievali da 
Amalfi a Salerno (Salerno, Museo Diocesano, 2007–08),2 
and of numerous shorter studies,3 the so-called Salerno 
ivories preserved and kept mainly in the Museo Diocesano 
in Salerno, with individual plaques held by other major 
museums in the world, remain a mystery; fundamental 
questions regarding their patrons, the period and circum-
stances of their design and production, and the object they 
originally decorated are to this day open to speculation.

In 2007, with the aim of trying to unlock the ivories’ 
secrets, Francesca Dell’Acqua, Herbert L. Kessler, Avinoam 
Shalem, and Gerhard Wolf invited scholars from various 
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these three meetings and modified after an inspiring ex-
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Gerhard Wolf 

Foreword 

Speaking of the Salerno ivories means something differ-
ent from speaking of Murano glass, even if in both cases 
we combine the name of a city with that of a material. The 
definite article and the plural make the difference. In the 
first instance, the name of the material stands for a speci
fic group of objects made out of it, whereas in the second 
case, glass is a sort of collective singular. In most examples 
of the first category the toponym refers to the actual site 
of conservation or discovery of an artifact; one need only 
think of the Riace bronzes. This taxonomic logic does not 
necessarily imply that there are or ever were elephants in 
Salerno, that Salerno has been an important ivory market 
or the place of a remarkable ivory carving “industry.” It 
does not exclude, however, one of these possibilities. In-
trinsic to all this is the notion of mobility and transfer, 
dialectically bound to the desire and need to bind things 
to places. The reconstruction of where objects were made, 
where the material came from, and the location of their 
subsequent “travels” or dwellings in one or more sites we 
call their history or biography. To this another dimension 
must be added: artifacts in their actual state are, for the 
most part, not the same as they may have looked when 
they were created, partly because they are exposed to the 
dynamics of the physical world – materials alter, colors 
change or disappear depending on the conditions of their 
handling and storing – and partly because they have been 
reworked, fragmented or inserted in other objects, over-
painted or restored. In an art history obsessed with origin 
tales, that is, when, where, and by whom an object was 
made, all of these dimensions have been considered, if 
at all, in “negative” terms, or they have been studied in 
order to answer questions concerning their origin. Most 
attention has been devoted to the time “before” the arti-
fact, the processes of its conceptualisation and realization. 
When the questions of origin can be answered and the 
contexts reconstructed, the object itself is hardly of inter-
est anymore. As is well known, over the last two decades 

the approaches and methodologies of art history have 
substantially changed, shifted, or been enriched: the his-
tory of things and images has started to matter, especially 
in relation to transcultural dynamics and materiality. The 
study of routes are often preferred to those of roots, some-
times with new shortcomings, such as a lack of close look-
ing at the artifacts themselves. No less obvious, the old 
questions of the processes involved in producing artifacts 
in general, as well as in relation to an individual set of 
objects, remain relevant within the broader transcultural 
horizon, especially given the new attention to materiality, 
techniques, and new scientific methods of analysis, which 
are producing ever more detailed results. But questions 
remain, and the simplest and most intriguing one is what 
we do if the traditional basic demands of the when and 
where of production cannot be answered definitively. It 
is interesting to observe case-by-case how art historical 
research over the decades has advanced hypothesis after 
hypothesis concerning what we would term the origin of 
an artwork, and one wonders what we learn by means of 
these approaches, especially when the main problems or 
questions they pose remain, in the end, unresolved and 
unanswered. Can we deconstruct this research and re-
formulate questions that do not lead to such an aporia? 
The rethinking and restudying of the so-called Salerno ivo-
ries in this book are brilliant attempts to discuss a major 
medieval “monument” from such perspectives and under 
new methodological premises, working so to speak back-
wards in time. Certainly, we are dealing with a group of 
objects for which a centuries long presence in Salerno is 
well documented. Yet the circumstances of production 
and original function remain open to debate. Here the 
arguments are enriched by a profound discussion of the 
“material” history of the artifacts.

Rather than represent a quickly-gathered collection of 
essays, this book is the result of a complex collaborative 
endeavor, designed and realised by Francesca Dell’Acqua 
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Preface

chants, envoys, artisans, scholars, students, soldiers, and 
clerics who came to southern Italy, bringing objects with 
them and spreading knowledge and ideas. This may be 
one reason why the Salerno and Amalfi ivories seem to 
encapsulate stimuli of the most diverse origins and pres-
ent an extraordinary cultural complexity that eludes all 
attempts to label them. 

The picture offered by the essays in this book is that  
of an extensive map of the Mediterranean, on which the 
authors follow well-trodden paths as well as little-known 
trails. It is a map of Mediterranean networks and nodal 
points, extensive in both chronological and geographical 
terms, made of pieces of parchment in which very detailed 
areas are surrounded by wide swaths of terra incognita; a 
map with no clear margins, open to changes and further 
modifications to be made by the next cohort of scholars. 

Many, indeed, are the issues that await attention in the 
future: the role of local and international patronage in 
shaping, between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, what 
appears to be the original “container” of the Salerno ivo-
ries, that is, the city’s cathedral; the decorative and ideo-
logical employment of Roman marbles in the same build-
ing; the place of Salerno and Amalfi within Mediterranean 
commercial routes; the production of Byzantine-style 
mosaics beyond Byzantium and the subsequent establish-
ment of a mosaic tradition in southern Italy; the exchange 
of maestri marmorai between the Norman capitals of 
Salerno, Palermo, the Amalfitan coast, and Rome; the 
place of Salerno’s cathedral in the extensive loca sancta 
routes, and the evidence that pilgrims from the eastern 
Mediterranean came to venerate St. Matthew’s relics. These 
are just some of the questions that will need to be ad-
dressed from a broad diachronic perspective.

Yet for all their elusiveness, the Salerno ivories do ap-
pear as prime visual witnesses to remarkable intercultural 
interactions in the medieval world and, in offering a 
wealth of insights, the essays presented here mark a deci-
sive step forward in understanding them.
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Holy Land, Sicily, Montecassino, Spain, and Rome. 
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ivories. Hence it became clear that, in order to narrow down 
the chronology, it was necessary to probe more deeply 
into the historical framework and the cultural milieu in 
which the Amalfi and the Salerno ivories were produced. 
This is attempted in an exemplary manner in a number of 
essays presented here, which in many ways enhance our 
knowledge of the politically and culturally vibrant region 
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