Commentary on the Mosaic of Roger II coronation by Christ
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The mosaic of Roger the II acquiring the crown from Christ on his coronation day, is an exceptional piece which gains the interest of people far and wide in its position in the church of La Martorana, Palermo in Italy. This commentary will be exploring into detail about the picture, and the significance of what this piece might mean during the era it was created and presented to people at the time.
This particular picture of Roger II is one that is intriguing because of the images included in its creation. The picture entails Roger the II being crowned by Christ on his coronation day which occurred on Christmas day in 1130. It is located in the church of La Martorana, in Palermo which was important as it was created by three different religions working together, which showed the religious tolerance in that place during that period. It appears to have been created on a gold background to possibly increase the implications that it is an important picture. At the top of the image, there is an inscription in Greek letters which writes ‘Rogerios Rex’ meaning in English, King Roger to indicate that below is the new King. Standing next to Roger II is Christ, who is placing the coronation crown on to Roger II’s head.
When looking into the picture further, the clothing that King Roger is wearing is intriguing because it appears to have little crosses all over. It could indicate that perhaps Roger II was suggesting that he wanted to be even closer to Christ by representing symbolised images of him on his outfit, as this cross is the Crusader’s cross, it shows a pledge to his piety as well as linking to the Greek writing on the mosaic.[footnoteRef:1] The colour of the outfit that Roger II is wearing could also suggest the colours of the Byzantine imperial robes that were typically wore by highly regarded people during this era.[footnoteRef:2] This colour is seen in his famous mantle, which had symbolic importance both for the status for him and his sons, but also how it created trade relationships as a result of it being created.[footnoteRef:3] The chosen colours of this mosaic are ones that truly seem to stand out and draw eyes upon it when glanced at. It indicates that there seems to be a lot of gold on the piece, meaning that it is in fact an important piece to view. [1:  H. Norris, Medieval Costume and Fashion (New York: Dover Publications INC, 1999).]  [2:  L. Sander, Encyclopedia of Mosaic Art (The English Press, 2012).]  [3:  C. Vernon, ‘Dressing for Succession in Norman Italy: The Mantle of King Roger II’. Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean, vol. 31, (2018), p. 96.] 

In the picture, Christ is significantly taller than Roger II whilst they are standing side by side and Christ is also floating a little off the ground giving him even more height and significance. This could signify that Christ is above all people within his power, with his status being shown as towering over people that stand next to him, regardless of their respect or status on earth. Roger II, being stood next to Christ is shown with his head slightly lowered down, this could indicate that Roger II is showing respect and submission to Christ as it looks as though he is almost bowing down. The reason behind this piece being produced, was to inform the viewer on why Roger II was crowned King. This was down to Roger II father’s hard work for the country, by combining Sicily and southern Italy into an utmost powerful state. The result of these efforts gained the pope’s recognition, and he decreed that Roger II would be rewarded for his father’s efforts, therefore he gained his position through the good grace and thanks of the church.[footnoteRef:4] When looking at this image, it is fascinating to see that Christ is the one placing the coronation crown on to Roger II’s head. This is because typically, it is the pope that was usually seen in various pictures of important figures receiving a crown and not Christ. On the other hand, during this period people who followed the Christian beliefs highly respected how they viewed Christ. It is suggested that by having Christ in this picture, placing the crown, would have shown great significance to who Roger II was, and that it was not just the pope who was pleased by his father’s actions but also God. This is emphasised more in the similarity between Roger and Christ in how they look, showing that they could be equals.[footnoteRef:5] In historian David Abulafia’s book, he mentions ‘The identity of features between the King and Christ is no coincidence for the King is seen to be Christ’s deputy of earth.’ [footnoteRef:6] This suggests that, by having Christ on the mosaic and being the one placing the crown on Roger II, it is showing great importance for Roger II is to be respected like Christ because he is effectively Christ in human form in the current world. [4:  ‘Normans of the South’, from The Normans, Episode 3, BBC2, (18 Aug 2010).]  [5:  D. M. Hayes, ‘French Connections: The Significance of the Fleurs-de-Lis in the Mosaic of King Roger II of Sicily in the Church of Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio, Palermo’, Viator, vol. 44, (2013), p. 122.]  [6:  D. Abulafia, Frederick II A Medieval Emperor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).] 

The mosaic of Roger II and Christ may have been located in La Martorana, which was one of the main churches in the area and having people of three different religions going there to worship, therefore this could offer more reason for people from the area to have seen this piece, making his crowning and his importance widely known very quickly. It could indicate that Roger II wanted everyone who went into the church, whether they are local people or people from outside, to look up and notice the fact that he was the one being crowned by Christ himself at the time, and no one else. Meaning that the local people who might have seen this piece, would think that Roger was a man of power and respect that even Christ could respect which might have made people slightly fearful if he were to be a tough and powerful leader of the country. However, because of the situation of the image being in a multi-faith church it may not have been appropriate to have the pope crown the King, as this would only relate to one religious group and therefore Christ was the more inclusive option. Looking at the piece shows that Roger might have commissioned this piece to remind people of the event of him being coronated for years and centuries to come so that he would not a person to be forgotten.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  D. M. Hayes, ‘French Connections: The Significance of the Fleurs-de-Lis in the Mosaic of King Roger II of Sicily in the Church of Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio, Palermo’, Viator, vol. 44, (2013), p. 120] 

The indication from this particular piece could be suggesting that to be a Norman, it came with great responsibility and power. From having to rule countries and fight for the land and resources that they wanted they could be rewarded by the most important thing to Christians which could be being recognised by the son of God and be treated with respect as a result. It also shows that when you become powerful and strong, nothing will stand in the way, and this will gain you great respect. 
In conclusion, the mosaic of Roger II being crowned by Christ is an important piece of art. This is because of the style it has been designed in, showing significant evidence of Roger II wanting people to view this piece with the indication of gaining status in mind. This piece also suggests the importance of the Normans wanting to show off their power and status through artwork that they had been involved in commissioning to show great importance throughout this era.
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