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Roger II & Christ Mosaic Commentary
The mosaic of Roger II and Christ in Palermo is an opulent mosaic. The top of the mosaic features the text “ΡΟΓέΡΙΟςΡΗξ” and “”. The first portion when transliterated into the Latin alphabet becomes “Rogerios Rex” which then translates into English as “King Roger”. The second bit, or the  of the mosaic, is labeling Christ just as the previous writing labels the king. On the left-hand side of the piece the figure of Roger is standing palms facing upwards gesturing towards Jesus. He is adorned in what appears to be byzantine clothes that seem to be patterned with something like a fleur de lis. A crown sits atop his head being placed by Jesus’s right hand. Following his arm right is the rest of Christ. He is levitating off of the ground in brown and blue clothing. His left-hand grasps what appears to be a scroll, and a halo with a cross in it surrounds his head. The figures in tandem with the script denoting them make the ‘characters’ of the scene very quick to recognize.  
The mosaic itself is composed of small relatively square pieces of glass. The mosaic is overwhelmingly golden, with gold being both the color of the background as well as featuring heavily in roger’s adornments, and very slightly in Jesus’s robes. So, why a mosaic over other art forms? Aesthetically it is a much more dynamic piece than a painting, it twinkles and glows under light, rather than being flat and two dimensional. It is housed in La Martorana, or the church of St. Mary (Dummett, 2015). This is a church that features a lot of byzantine styling both in its architecture as well as its interior, which quite heavily features mosaics. The form of mosaic is the most fitting style for the piece to be in, at least in that immediate context. Even when taken out of the context of the church it is housed in it still makes sense. This is largely thanks to the unmistakably byzantine clothing in the piece. While being based off of the crowning of a Norman in Sicily, the piece has a distinctly byzantine feel, down to the Greek characters at the top. The piece, while being an overdramatization of Roger’s coronation is quite genuine to the event in its aesthetics, as odd as it may seem.
Roger II, as implied by the numerary suffix, was the son of count Roger I and was also the nephew of Robert Guiscard. He became king of Sicily in 1130, being coronated on Christmas day, just like William the Conqueror (Dummett, 2015). Roger was also a very charismatic person, being able to often negotiate rather than relying on war power (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2022). He also, thanks to his upbringing, entrusted important matters with the other groups living in Sicily. While the mosaic definitely exists with a strong bias towards Roger, that is a type of view he is associated with. His rule was based in tolerance and was incredibly different from the crusades of the time. While many men left to go on crusade, he did not, in fact the population of Sicily under his rule remained majority Muslim. This religious indifference differentiates Roger from many other Norman leaders. 
So, with such a heavenly depiction of the coronation, a comparison to the actual coronation is fairly important.  Only so much is known about this though. One of the big reasons for the comparison is it contextualizes his byzantine stylings in the mosaic. According to Jeremy Dummett, Roger was quite fond of the byzantine style of monarchy. He reportedly was dressed in a way similar to that of a byzantine emperor for his coronation (Dummett, 2015). Dummett even provides an account by Telese, which describes his true coronation in ways that make the opulence of the event evident. It is quite obvious that Roger was not actually crowned by Jesus on that day, but it is not quite known who actually did crown him.
Being depicted as being coronated by Christ himself is typically quite complimentary to the person in the piece of art. This is not just something a person would create on a whim, it is something made with intent, something made to help further a viewpoint. A more than likely reason for this depiction is that Roger II was the first king of Sicily, Norman or otherwise. This was a new ruler, with a new religion, and new laws. Even with his strong Christian faith Roger did not force conversion onto the majority Muslim inhabitants of Sicily at the time. So why on a majority Muslim island was he depicted in an explicitly Christian art piece.
Roger being specifically crowned by Jesus in the mosaic is incredibly important. As a religiously symbolic piece it sends a message of divine destiny. It tells a story of roger being selected by God to rule, or at the very least ordained by him. One may question why Christ over the pope, for instance. This ultimately comes down to a few things. the central matter being the recognition of Jesus by the major religious groups of Sicily at the time. While roman Catholics recognize the pope, Muslims and the eastern orthodox do not. All three, however, recognize Christ as an ever-important religious figure. While the view of Jesus is somewhat different between Christianity and Islam both recognize him as the Messiah.  Another big reason for this is that Roger only got the validation of the pope after forcing it out of him years after the actual coronation (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2022). This is something that could have been depicted but as stated previously it would only serve the same message to one group. So what importance was the pope’s approval, if not to the people of Sicily. This papal approval was much more external, while the mosaic remained more intimate. Word travelled where images could not, so a verbal confirmation that the pope recognized him as king of the land was an outward verification. A message to adversaries and allies alike that he, King Roger II of Sicily, was the rightful ruler. But the mosaic? That was a message to the people, his people, that he was their King chosen by their God.


Reference list
Dummett, J. (2015). Palermo, city of kings : the heart of Sicily. Bloomsbury Publishing.
Encyclopedia Britannica. (2022). Roger II | Facts & Biography. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Roger-II.

