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While currently housed in the Pierpont Morgan collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, this delicate Romanesque ivory panel was originally carved in early 12th-century Salerno.[footnoteRef:1], [footnoteRef:2] Before examining the double narrative event and its corresponding iconography, a brief overview of materiality and technique is in order.  [1:  John Ball, ‘Pre-Gothic Ivories in the Pierpont Morgan Collection’, Bulletin - Metropolitan Museum of Art, 15.1 (1920), 12-17 (p. 15). ]  [2:  Robert Bergman has argued that the workshop responsible for the proliferation of ivory carving in 11th-12th-century Salerno was located in Amalfi due to its nearly constant positive relationship with the Arab world, the main source of medieval ivory. Robert P. Bergman, ‘A School of Romanesque Ivory Carving in Amalfi’, Metropolitan Museum Journal, 9 (1974), 163–86 (p. 184). 
] 

The entire panel is carved from ivory, a precious material acquired through trade. Due to intermittent crusading efforts and conflicts with the Islamic world, ivory’s relative value and availability fluctuated throughout the medieval period.[footnoteRef:3] Given the relative scarcity of ivory, it was primarily used for religious art. From the 10th through early 12th century, ivory was used extensively for casket panels, diptychs, and triptychs in the Byzantine and Western Medieval world, particularly in Southern Italy and Salerno. [footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Sarah Guérin, "Medieval Ivories", Medieval Studies, (Oxford University Press, 2017), https://www-oxfordbibliographies-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0227.xml (accessed 11 December 2022).]  [4:  Antonia Boström and Harold Osborne, "Ivories", The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198662037.001.0001/acref-9780198662037-e-1302 (accessed 11 December 2022). ] 

Robert Bergman has called attention to the unique features of ivory carving produced in late 11th and early 12th-century Salerno. While certain iconographic features (like the depiction of Christ’s corpse in a built environment as opposed to a cave) are characteristically Italianate, other features like the drapery and antique style or robes point to a distinctive Byzantine influence.[footnoteRef:5] The reason for such notable Byzantine parallels is due to the large influx of Constantinople artisans that worked in Salerno between 1066 and 1071 at Monte Cassino. These Byzantine masters taught ivory carving to the major Salerno craftsmen, influencing the conventions of ivory carving for several generations after their contributions.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Bergman, ‘A School of Romanesque Ivory Carving in Amalfi’, p. 176 and 180. 
]  [6:  Ibid. p. 183. 
] 

This particular ivory panel was once the centerpiece of a triptych: a set of three connected panels that can be hinged shut or displayed open and generally depict thematically linked images used for worship. Given that sources of ivory (namely African Elephant tusk) are limited in maximum size, ivory triptychs were typically smaller in scale and thus likely used primarily for personal devotion.[footnoteRef:7] At less than 23 centimeters in height, the Pierpont Morgan panel was almost certainly used for private worship.  [7:  Ivory diptychs (two hinged panels) were initially used during the Roman Empire to display the carved heads of consuls. Eventually, the portable, two-panel diptych was used as the basis for religious reliefs in the medieval period, with the three-panel triptych evolving from the more basic form. Boström and Osborne, "Ivories", In The Oxford Companion to Western Art.] 

Personal devotion and mystical experience were deeply linked in the medieval world. Carolyn S. Jirousek articulates the mystical role of devotional images in her article on wood carvings of St. John the Evangelist: “Thus, mystical exercises began with devotion before an image, which in turn would stimulate mental images, the end result being the exclusion of the visual for an ideally imageless contemplation of God.”[footnoteRef:8] Christian mysticism in the West gained prominence primarily between 1200 and 1350, about a century after the creation of this triptych panel. In the Byzantine world, however, the pursuit of mystical experience facilitated through visual images began much earlier in the 9th and 10th centuries. Icons of the Virgin, Christ, and various saints were used abundantly in personal devotion. By the 11th century, narrative scenes—including the crucifixion and entombment—were used to encourage the worshipper to “forge a personal relationship to the holy figure or enter into the narrative as if actually present at the event.”[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Carolyn S. Jirousek, ‘Christ and St. John the Evangelist as a Model of Medieval Mysticism’, Cleveland Studies in the History of Art, 6 (2001), 6-27 (p. 15).
 ]  [9:  Department of Medieval Art and The Cloisters. “Private Devotion in Medieval Christianity.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001), http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/priv/hd_priv.htm
] 

That is not to say that the concept of purposefully entering into the biblical narrative through meditation and prayer was an exclusively Byzantine practice, however. Indeed, while visual media was not widely used for mystical devotion until the 13th century in Western Europe, written texts were used for transcendent meditations on the passions. The emotion of compassion was highly sought and intentionally cultivated in private worship, and numerous Latin texts from the 11th and 12th centuries were written precisely as “affective meditations on the Passion—richly emotional, script-like texts that ask their readers to imagine themselves present at scenes of Christ’s suffering and to perform compassion for that suffering victim in a private drama of the heart.”[footnoteRef:10] The groundwork was laid, therefore, for transcendent experience during prayer, even when the facilitating object was not text but rather image. Given this triptych’s creation in a workshop that pulled heavily from the stylistic influence of the Byzantine world—and therefore drew upon iconographic cues meant to inspire affective meditation and spiritual relationship—I argue that this panel was designed to facilitate a mystical devotional experience. The likelihood that this panel was used for personal devotion rather than a wider religious service also supports its metaphysical potential in prayer. Byzantinist Robert Nelson has discussed at length the relationship between a person’s ability to touch a personal icon or triptych and the subsequent creation of "a spiritual relationship, a bond facilitated by dialogic texts that accompany icons [and triptychs/diptychs].”[footnoteRef:11] The tactile intimacy of this ivory carving would have afforded the worshipper an added layer of closeness with Christ’s death, the focus of their devotion, and only been reinforced by medieval theories of vision. To see, at least to the medieval mind, was to touch an object through the emission of optical rays by the eye. Therefore, seeing and touching were linked, and encountering an object of devotion through both physical and visual touch was to engage in true empathetic worship.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), p. 1.  ]  [11:  Robert S. Nelson, “Empathetic Vision: Looking at an with a Performative Byzantine Miniature”, Art History, 30.4 (2007), 489–502 (p. 496).  ]  [12:  Nelson, “Empathetic Vision: Looking at an with a Performative Byzantine Miniature”, p. 496-497.  ] 

What, then, was the owner of this triptych worshipping? While there is no indication of what might have been displayed on the missing hinged doors, the central panel of the Salerno triptych contains a double narrative scene—both the crucifixion and entombment of Christ. Three-quarters of the panel is dominated by the verticality of the cross, underneath which the body of the dead Christ is wrapped in a patterned garment and laid atop a raised table. Underneath the footrest (or suppedaneum), the cross is adorned with vine-like designs, perhaps in an early reference to the later medieval convention of representing the cross as the Tree of Life.[footnoteRef:13], [footnoteRef:14]  [13:  The suppedaneum was a common medieval artistic invention, and no record of such a footrest is found in records of Roman crucifixions. James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, 2nd ed. (Place of publication not identified: Taylor & Francis Ltd, 2008), p. 85.
]  [14:  Above Christ, two angelic beings raise their arms in gestures of lament. Above Christ’s head, the cross splits, “branching” out to each heavenly figure, and perhaps further alluding to the Tree of Life motif. 
] 

Below the crucifixion, the body of Christ is wrapped and prepared for his entombment.[footnoteRef:15] In accordance with medieval visual convention, the two figures clinging to the corpse are Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus.[footnoteRef:16] Only Christ’s head remains uncovered, and the carver has taken special care to show the wan features of the Messiah. Heavy lines are incised from his nose to his chin, giving his face a sunken appearance. The lack of pupil carving indicates closed eyes and further invites the viewer to confront the fact of Christ’s death. As if to further emphasize this intention, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea stare intently—devotedly—at the face of the deceased, even as they cling to and dress the body.[footnoteRef:17] Again, to return to the extramission theory of vision, Nicodemus and Joseph not only touch Christ through the clothes they wrap him with but also through the intensity of their gaze. The viewer, therefore, is also visually “clinging” to the body of Christ in every encounter with this panel. While only taking up a quarter of the narrative space, the enlarged corpse literally grounds the scene, rooting our interpretation of the visually dominant crucifixion in the inevitability of Christ’s true, mortal death.[footnoteRef:18]   [15:  “So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen wrappings with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews. Now in the place where He was crucified there was a garden, and in the garden was a new tomb in which no one had yet been laid. Therefore because of the Jewish day of preparation, since the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.” New American Standard Bible, (La Habra: The Lockman Foundation, California), John 19:40-42. 
]  [16:  James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, p. 117. ]  [17:  The distinctive pierced pupil of the eyes is a stylistic similarity of all the ivory carving coming out of the Salerno area of this time and adds extra weight to the gaze of each figure. Herbert L. Kessler, ‘An Eleventh Century Ivory Plaque from South Italy and the Cassinese Revival’, Jahrbuch Der Berliner Museen, 8 (1966), 67–95 (p. 72). ]  [18:  To further reinforce this mediation on Christ’s sacred death, the space below the table has been carved out, likely to house a religious relic of the crucifixion. Center Panel of a Triptych with the Crucifixion and the Entombment, Southern Italy (1100) [ivory], The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Gift of J. Pierpont Morgan, 1917), New York City, New York. Dimensions: 8 7/8 x 4 1/8 x 9/16 in. (22.5 x 10.4 x 1.4 cm), Accession number: 17.190.43. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/464418?deptids=17%7c7&amp;what=Ivory&amp;ao=on&amp;ft=Salerno&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=40&amp;pos=3 
] 

To return, then, to the primary scene is to acknowledge visual narrative foreshadowing. I argue that this triptych panel contains a “chronological collapse” of several key scenes from the crucifixion of Christ in the Gospel of John.[footnoteRef:19] These events are meant to be interpreted as just that—a narrative prefiguring of what is to come rather than several events happening concurrently. Simultaneously, however, the intense gaze of Christ toward his mother evokes one specific passage in scripture that grounds our central figure in an exact temporal moment that invites prayer and meditation. To understand this panel as simultaneously chronologically collapsed and temporally specific, we must take our interpretive cues directly from its central figure, the crucified Christ.  [19:  The presence of the soldier with a spear identifies this as an interpretation of John’s account of the crucifixion, the only Gospel narrative to include the incident. New American Standard Bible, John 19:33-35. 
] 

Notably, the Crown of Thorns is absent, as are most signs of physical distress. Even the spear at his side draws no blood. Given the absence of the miraculous font of water and blood from this wound, we are meant to infer that the laceration has not yet occurred. Rather, we are witnessing the moments before Christ’s death and piercing rather than the act itself or its aftermath. While the tip of the spear is close to Christ’s torso, the carver has depicted the entire point outside the body, even with some distinct space between the spearhead and the Savior’s flesh. Most crucially, Christ is depicted as still alive, his intense gaze and characteristically carved-out pupils fixated on Mary. In contrast, we see the corpse of Christ in the entombment scene in the bottom fourth of the panel, eyes distinctly closed, cheeks hollow, and his mouth drawn shut. Following widely accepted medieval artistic convention, when Mary laments for her son upon the cross, he is shown to still be alive.[footnoteRef:20] Mary’s positioning, with one hand supporting her elbow, is a typical Hellenistic and Byzantine gesture of lament and further demonstrates the stylistic and thereby interpretive influence of the Byzantine carvers on the craftsman of Salerno. The visual prominence of Mary literally supersedes the soldier behind her and supports the interpretation of Christ as alive and, therefore, unpierced. As written in the Gospel of John (the only Gospel that gives an account of the spear piercing and thereby the book from which this panel draws), Christ is only pierced by the spear once the soldier sees he is dead. [20:  James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, p. 86. ] 

“but after they came to Jesus, when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs. Yet one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.” [footnoteRef:21] [21:  “but after they came to Jesus when they saw that He was already dead, they did not break His legs. Yet one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.” New American Standard Bible, John 19:33-34. 
 ] 

 In addition to the absence of physical contact with Christ, the small scale of this soldier and his relegation to the background (Mary’s torso and arm partly obscure him) also indicates his role as a prefiguring of what is to come, rather than a present narrative player. 
On the other side of the cross, a man of similar scale and background positioning (here slightly behind St. John) raises a sponge toward Christ’s head while holding a cup aloft in his other hand.[footnoteRef:22] This is clearly representative of the moment in the Gospel where  [22:  Later medieval conventions would identify the solider and wine bearer as Longinus and Stephaton, respectively. While Longinus would later be redeemed through his belief in Christ and even made a saint by the Catholic Church, Stephaton was viewed as irredeemable, and the offering of sour wine was often interpreted as an act of torture rather than mercy. Kessler, ‘An Eleventh Century Ivory Plaque from South Italy and the Cassinese Revival’, p. 76. ] 

“Jesus, knowing that all things had already been accomplished, in order that the Scripture would be fulfilled, said, ‘I am thirsty.’ A jar full of sour wine was standing there; so they put a sponge full of the sour wine on a branch of hyssop and brought it up to His mouth.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  New American Standard Bible, John 19:28-30.] 

Including this figure with the cup of sour wine lends further credence to the argument that this crucifixion scene is ultimately a narrative conglomeration of critical moments that will occur in proper succession rather than a single encapsulation of simultaneous actions. Like the spear that does not break the skin, the wine sponge has yet to touch Christ’s lips. In fact, he is not even looking at the proffered wine and makes no visual indication through gaze or body language that he either requested or is expecting the drink.
To return once more to Christ’s gaze, I argue that he is looking directly into the raised face of his mother, Mary. Christ is the most central figure of the panel—his sacrifice is the main object of contemplation. Thus, I believe that we, and the medieval viewer, should take our interpretive cues first and foremost from the action of our central figure of religious devotion. He gazes down and to the left, but he is alive, so we can assume that his focus goes past the soldier with the spear and the violence that will occur after his death and instead toward his mother. 
Here too, we can pull from the chronological narrative of scripture. Prior to the spear piercing (John 19:33-34) and the sour wine (John 19:28-30), Christ sees his mother and John, “the disciple whom he loved,” at the foot of the cross.[footnoteRef:24],  [footnoteRef:25],  [footnoteRef:26] His attention is not simply passive; he is moved to speech.  [24:  St. John the Apostle and St. John the Evangelist have canonically been identified as the same figure. In accordance with the Gospel of John, crucifixion scenes representing Mary at the foot of the cross often also display John Chadwick, "St. John the Apostle", Encyclopedia Britannica, (accessed 10 December 2022). https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-John-the-Apostle.
]  [25:  New American Standard Bible, John 19:25-27. 
]  [26:  Adhering to the artistic convention, Mary is positioned on Christ’s Right, with St. John on his left. The credibility of the Gospel account is validated and reinforced by the inclusion of St. John at the foot of the cross, as he his visual inclusion offers further proof that his Gospel is an eyewitness account of the crucifixion. Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, p. 86. 
] 

 So when Jesus saw His mother, and the disciple whom He loved standing nearby, He said to His mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” Then He said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother!” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own household.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  New American Standard Bible, John 19:25-27. ] 

Beyond just the gaze, there is another indication Christ and Mary inhabit a distinctly separate narrative moment. While John and the angelic beings raise their hands with palms facing out, Mary’s right palm faces in toward Christ, actively receiving his blessing. A person prayerfully reflecting on this triptych would, I argue, notice the direction of Christ’s gaze and the orientation of Mary’s hand, and therefore be moved to contemplate both the more extensive narrative sequence of the crucifixion and entombment while also specifically meditating on the interaction of Christ and Mary and Christ’s charge to John. 
The iconography of this 1100 panel invites the viewer into a precise chronological moment when Christ is alive on the cross, albeit surrounded by the looming inevitability of death through the figures of the wine bearer, spearman, and his own entombed corpse. Prayerful consideration of this carving combined with medieval visual theory would have provided the worshipper with both a tactile and transcendent experience of this object of worship. 
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