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The Mosaic of Roger II in Martorana Church

The appearance of Kings in the role of apostle to Christ was not new by the time of Roger II’s coronation in Palermo Cathedral, when he was crowned on Christmas Day in 1130. Where Roger was granted by the Pope supreme sovereignty within his new domain, by assenting to this Roger became papal legate, which in turn gave him a considerable amount of control over appointments of Church men and women within his state.1
This was a very common theme of the saintly representation of being a royal king blessed by Christ himself. A very famous example of this is actually a mosaic in the Martorana Church in Palermo.2 Rogers’ Admiral George of Antioch was the man responsible for the building of this magnificent structure. The exact date of completion is unknown but it was guessed to be before 1143, while the date of the mosaic decoration is guessed to have been made a few years after this date, in the late 12th Century after the death of George in 1151.3
This famous mosaic has been moved from its original position, where the Admiral had it situated, but the impact is largely still the same today as it would have been all those centuries ago. The vibrancy of the colours adds to the God-like image of the Sicilian King, making him appear majestic, superior and divine. The figure of Roger stands in a respectful pose to the left of Christ, while Christ himself floats in front of Roger as a symbol of his higher and divine status, placing a crown upon the head of Roger, which according to historian Hubert Houben, reflects the King being “crowned by God”4, a message which is clear to one who looks upon this image, here is a suitable ruler of the people of Italy, a man who is blessed by the Almighty. In a way, this mosaic embraces a variety of religions and cultures. It is curious that Roger was reflected in this way, as while he was known as a great and mighty ruler, he was also known as ‘the tyrant of Sicily’.5 A man ruthless and cruel to his enemies, torturing and murdering his way to victory. So, it appears ironic that he should appear in this Saint-like apparel, blessed by Christ. According to Ernst Kitzinger, this form of Byzantine decoration was reflective of Rogers “…Political aspirations.”6 Yet in this reflection of the King in the mosaic of Martorana, this man is portrayed as a spiritual leader, a man touched by the hand of God, and indeed, close to Christ who stands at his right side. This can also be viewed in Roger II coins, where Jesus is on one side of the coin and the King of Sicily portrayed on the other.7 It is also as if he views himself as a reincarnation of Christ, Christ reborn in the image of Roger II. If this were so then there is indeed something blasphemous about this image that Roger II had of himself. Historian Ernst Kitzinger believes there to be a close link between Christian art and imperial iconography.8This embellished view of Kings such as Roger II was a common theme at this time, the appearance of the emperor with sacred figures was an extremely common depiction, seen throughout medieval Sicilian art (and indeed all over Europe till a much later period; reaching its apogee in the form of such masterpieces as the Walton Diptych).
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 According to historian Hubert Houben, Roger II is portrayed as “…halfway between God and mankind…influenced by Byzantine iconography.”9 Historian Diana Norman sees a relation of this mosaic to another very similar mosaic of William II, again crowned by Christ in exactly the same format, albeit with more extravagant decoration in Monreale Cathedral.10 The mosaic of Martorana was almost certainly a political tool, for Roger was in a holy war against the Muslims at this point, he had the backing of the Church and it was viewed as a crusade by his barons,11 it seems that a political motive was almost certainly behind the creation of this image. Christianity was becoming a popular religion at this time, and it would make sense to have the support of the Church on his side.
The stunning, intricate detail of the mosaics, create not only a visually beautiful artwork, but it sends a message to the onlooker. Roger is dressed in the divine robes of Christs companions; very much Byzantine in style with the heraldic symbol of the Fleur de lis decorating the ritual ceremonial robe, the crown has the insignia of the Byzantine Emperor Imperial, and the beard and hair were fashionable at the time of Rogers rein12 As for the Greek rhetoric depicted on the mosaic, historian Ernst Kitzinger believes the mosaics of the Martorana Church to be “purely Byzantine”13 She also states that they “…reflect…a new spirit of lay piety then coming to the fore in the Greek World.”14 One could also interpret it to be a reflection of Roger II being well read in classic Greek Literature, the knowledge of the Greek language, not to mention the very fact that North-East region of Sicily were mainly the population of Greek Christians,15 could be the motive behind this portrayal of himself, thus incorporating the idea of the Greek hero into his image to suggest to the viewer that here is a man to rule a nation, a man well-read and cultured. Historian R.H.Davies suggests that the Moslems would have been well versed in the philosophy of Greece.16 Indeed, Roger II’s admiral was a Syrian-Greek,17 and as the Kings Admiral was responsible for the building if this Church, it would be likely that he was behind the Mosaics appearance. The Mosaic incorporates different cultures and religions into its image, which Historian Ernst Kitzinger is of the opinion that “…it set about not to level the different ethnic identities but to capitalize on their diversity.”18  To become a successful ruler, he must incorporate different cultures and identity into the image the King wanted to portray to the masses, the more cultures he appealed to, the more armies and allies he could gain.
It is clear on viewing this mosaic that Roger commissioned this artwork in order to gain political stability, to gain infantry from Christian countries to wage in his wars. This was an extremely successful method of gaining followers and strengthening his hold on his kingdom. This egotistical image of himself as a Christ-like King, was not just a way of gaining support from neighbouring Kingdoms, but as a way of gaining influence with the Pope and the Clergy. According to historian R.H.C. Davis, the Sicilian Kings made no effort to appear Norman, and that their ambitions were Byzantine.19 This can be seen in the Byzantine appearance of Roger II in the mosaic of Martorana. On accepting his role of papal legate at his coronation, he undertook to appear a Christian leader in the eyes of the Church, to gain support for his wars. Roger II also had an incredibly successful industry (most notable were the silk works), making him one of Europe’s wealthiest rulers20. Historian David Nicholas states that the government of Norman Sicily was the “…most sophisticated…of twelve century Europe.”21 Indeed, Sicilian artwork shows the sophistication of the Norman; while his power was expressed in his mercenary army and powerful navy, far from the Nordic invading forces of his origins, Roger is depicted as a sophisticated, true and God-fearing statesman of his time.  
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Image 1 Roger crowned by Christ
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