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What does the artwork commissioned by the Normans tell us about how they wished to be perceived?

This essay will examine the artworks commissioned by the Normans, in southern Italy during the conquest of Sicily. This essay will also have reference to the most famous of Norman artwork, the Bayeux Tapestry. To do this one will look at the history surrounding the creation of the Capella Platina by Roger II and look to interpretate the mosaics created within this chapel in order to understand why   this artwork is important to the Normans, also what it tells with relation to how they wish to be perceived. Furthermore, there will be a brief look at specific examples such as the Nativity and Transfiguration works in Capella Platina. Secondly an analysis of what the Bayeux Tapestry meant and how it tells us how the Normans are perceived, but also what this piece of artwork can tell us about further narratives such as telling us the everyday life of Normans, something that is not seen within the mosaics in southern Italy. In terms of the secondary material available this essay will look to work from Messages in Mosaic by Eve Borsook and also works of other historians such as Donald Matthews.[footnoteRef:1] On the Bayeux Tapestry analysis there will be a look into the secondary scholarship of Gaitlin and Hicks, however when looking at Gaitlins interpretation one has to consider that this piece was not found in a journal article and was written as a paper. The question is subjective and open to interpretation, so one has to consider how different people would perceive this work, and also look to answer was there political gains to be made within creating such lucrative art pieces.  [1:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1990). and D. Matthews, “The Norman Kingdom of Sicily”, (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1992).] 

As we have seen from many Norman historians such as Geoffrey of Malataterra, and Dudo of ST Quentin, the Normans were a new group of people who wanted to be accepted into Christendom, and be part of the established order that is the Christian Church.[footnoteRef:2]  Their artwork in a sense was commissioned to show that they belonged as part of the practise of Christian religion, but one also feels this work was also commissioned to demonstrate their wealth, as well as it  being used as a power play. As we see with the invasion of Sicily, Roger II, built a Chapel known as Capella Platina at Palermo, which was dedicated to the apostles but also was built to return to Sicily to Roman rite.[footnoteRef:3] We see here with the building of such a chapel, that the Normans were here to show the Europeans that they were supposed to be here, however, it also gives indications that they were going to take this a step further. These indications are shown in the charter of endowment given by Roger II, which dedicates the chapel to the Lord,[footnoteRef:4] showing their need for legitimization. Having said this there is a degree of uncertainty whether or not these mosaics and churches built by the Normans were indeed meant to represent their dedication to God. As Marshall puts it the Kings were more concerned about spending and in a way showing of their wealth and status rather than have deeper connection with what they were creating. Marshall also states that it was down to the artists who created the pieces to interpretate a connection,[footnoteRef:5] and there is evidence for this as we see most of these mosaics, look Byzantine in nature in terms of the individuals they are representing, with them being Greek in nature with the sharp beard features. Also, the huge factor in that these artworks were made of mosaics rather than paintings, with mosaics being traditional of Greek art. This connection between Greek artists being the creators of the mosaics is shown in Matthews work and speaks of how easy it was for Normans like Roger II to get these Byzantine artists to create artworks to represent their legitimisation for being in Sicily.[footnoteRef:6]Likewise to have these authentic workers to create such pieces could say adds to the validity of their work. However, this connection if Matthews work is to be relied upon, to a degree, shows us more than just what the artwork was looking to represent. It shows historians what the Normans were surrounded by  during their time in southern Italy with relation to the diverse mix in cultures ultimately showing why their art is represented in this way.  [2:  E, Albu, The Normans In Their Histories: Propaganda, Myth and Subversion, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001), Page111, 15 and 16.]  [3:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 17.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  D.Matthews, “The Norman Kingdom of Sicily”, Page 196.]  [6:  Ibid.] 

A further representation of Norman legitimisation is also within their actions, and most indefinitely in their artwork at Capella Platina, but correspondingly the positioning of the artwork and its deeper representation. The artwork was created to show others that the Normans, wanted to create this audience with the king of kings, and show that they are the earthly leader. This belief of Roger II being a representation of the earthly leader is apparent as in some artwork at the chapel, he is compared to King Solomon, who was a king chosen by God in the bible.[footnoteRef:7] By comparing himself with such a religious figure, shows  the Normans intention to be represented in their artwork as the chosen people to rule Christendom. According to Donald Matthews, there is a degree of belief that the mosaics in Capella, were arguably used by Roger II to rival that of Constantinople,[footnoteRef:8]and one can see from here this would arguably be a Norman thing to do as this chapel is such a master piece that it could be seen as having such high significance in the Byzantine Empire. As well as this we see the artwork being dedicated to Peter, the Saviour and Mary, three significant figures of Christianity, and these artworks are being commissioned thru the royal mosaic scheme.[footnoteRef:9] Matthew also states that the royal mosaics , were used to exemplify power which has been touched upon , but also to boast  their talents of being such great kings and leaders.[footnoteRef:10] So when looking at the artworks by the Normans there is evidence that it was not just used to show their devotion to Christ and Christianity, but it further exemplifies their need for legitimisation as kings and leaders but also, to some extent is exemplifying their capabilities. [7:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 21 and 22.]  [8:   D.Matthews, “The Norman Kingdom of Sicily”, Page 197]  [9:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 22.]  [10:  D.Matthews, “The Norman Kingdom of Sicily”, Page 206.] 

There is more evidence in the artworks in Capella Platina, that the Normans viewed themselves as the people of God. This is seen with the layout of the private royal view within the chapel, and this is how the ascension is represented along the northern chapel in a long narrow hallway. It is to represent that the Norman Kings and that of the apostles were intertwined and their destiny being linked.[footnoteRef:11] An example of the Norman Kings in Sicily using this artwork to represent how they see themselves as those people destined to be by the side of God. Also within the Capella, there is a belief that the Nativity mosaic has a possible link to Roger II coronation day, as it is a much larger scene and there is text to accompany it.[footnoteRef:12] If this is accurate one can say that the Normans, were putting themselves full heartedly into Christian tradition, thus showing their belief that they were people chosen by God. As well as this in Borksooks work, she says that there is a possible link to the Transfiguration mosaic, and that of Rogers landing in Sicily, as it is believed Roger landed on this day.[footnoteRef:13] Again there is overwhelming evidence that is pointing to the direction that the Normans wanting to be characterised as having a direct link to God.  These works are starting to develop an image of the Normans, as these people who wanting to be accepted into a society and were willing to go to whatever means in order to achieve this legitimisation. It also can show  that they wanting to be a ruling authority within Sicily and indeed wherever they went, as seen in the art works this need for being a leading authority, to become more important than Byzantines to achieve this goal of conquest. [11:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 24.]  [12:  Ibid. ]  [13:  Ibid. ] 

A further example that shows this sense of the Normans being the chosen people is seen when the king of Sicily’s throne, in the imagery is the “footstool of the saviour”,[footnoteRef:14]we are seeing here the true Norman intention and belief that this is where they belonged.  Within the images themselves we see a recurrence of the image of the Panto creator and that of second coming and accession, this is all part of the Normans wanting to be represented firstly within the heavenly kingdom, but more importantly it is to show a link between the “divine apotheosis” and the Sicilian kings.[footnoteRef:15] This arguably caused friction between papacy and state, however it shows us that this representation and artwork commissioned by Norman Kings like Roger II , was a serious matter to be dealt with and shows us their deeper intentions and belief that they had instilled in themselves as a culture. We must also consider the thought that symbolism was indeed ever present in Norman artwork and especially in the Cappella, as it is believed that there is indeed lions used to symbolise the Norman kings near the altar of the chapel, which is well known to have been a custom of Byzantines.[footnoteRef:16] So, again stylistic elements are being shown within the culture the Normans were surrounded by, and that they were ultimately a group of people willing to adapt and incorporate their customs into their culture which is represented within their art and their architecture surrounding building design. Having said this one cannot escape the thought that the Normans in their artwork were incorporating cultures not only to legitimise their claim as previously mentioned but also, show that they had the necessary tools and knowledge to merge with Eastern culture to take over. As this theme  for conquest arises further and has been ever present in both their histories and ultimately again within their artwork. [14:  E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 21.]  [15: E. Borsook, Messages In Mosaic: The Royal Programmes of Norman Sicily (1130-1187), Page 22.]  [16:  W. Tronzo, “The Cultures of his Kingdom: Roger II and the Capella Palatina in Palermo”, (Princeton University Press: New Jersey, 1997). Page 34.] 

Having said this, there is a degree that the artwork and possibly the building of the Royal Chapel in Palermo built by Roger had a deeper meaning. Even though not directly linked to the artwork created by the Normans, the chapel is believed to have been built so that Roger had a place to show his royal authority but likewise a degree of integration in the sense that he wanted to become in control of church affairs. This is seen with setting up canons after his death.[footnoteRef:17] In its relation to the artwork commissioned by the Normans, you can see that the way in which this chapel was constructed and dedicated to the church shows  the meaning behind what identity the Normans wanted to represent in their artworks. So to use this building of a church has its relevance to the wider context in which the Normans wanted to be represented as, this being people of God. [17: D.Matthews, “The Norman Kingdom of Sicily”, Page 200.] 

Moreover, the most recognised piece of artwork commissioned by the Normans, has to be the Bayeux Tapestry. It is the tapestry that shows us the Norman conquest of England in 1066, and serves as an important piece of history. When looking at the Bayeux Tapestry, we see that this piece of artwork tells the story of not only the conquest, but of William the Conqueror. We know that the tapestry was created by the half-brother of William, who was known as Odo of Bayeux, [footnoteRef:18]so there will have to be some reasonable questions of doubt regarding its accuracy and so on. However, in terms of why it was commissioned Gatlin believed it was used to legitimise Williams claim to the throne of England.[footnoteRef:19] One is in agreement with this statement from Gatlin, as within the piece itself, it does represent Williams story, and that of a legitimate claim to the throne. Even more compelling is the fact that we have seen the Normans in Sicily, with their lavish works of them being represented as the people of God a further legitimisation in artwork. So, to say the Bayeux Tapestry did not create the same principles and foundations to that in Sicily would be a difficult theory to argue against. As well as this Gatlin believes that the Bayeux Tapestry was created to be used as a form of propaganda, to ward of others who wish to challenge the Norman rein in England, [footnoteRef:20]which again is conclusively Norman like, as they were a people who wanted to instil such authority within their culture. You can also argue that there is a degree of propagandist interpretation as the tapestry does offer an insight into battle tactics,[footnoteRef:21] [footnoteRef:22]however, as history has put it the Normans were successful in Hastings so, there is a window to argue that these tactics, may not have been used and are merely adaptations to make the Normans more ruthless than what they actually were. Having said this, there is a theory that the work was commissioned to make sense of all the different accounts surrounding the Norman Conquest. As Norman historians such as William of Poitiers wrote that it was Williams right to claim the throne from Edward the Confessor, whilst the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles named Harold as Edwards successor.[footnoteRef:23] However, Hicks goes on to state that the main reason for its commission was to put a positive perspective of the conquest,[footnoteRef:24] and again this need for legitimisation arises once more, and is arguably the most reliable way of looking at why this work was commissioned. [18:  A. Gaitlin, “The Bayeux Tapestry” [online].]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  R, H, C. Davies, The Normans and their Myth (Thames and Hudson Ltd: London, 1976) Page 30.]  [23:  P. Gulielmus, The Gesta Guillelmi of William of Poitiers. Translated and edited by R. H. C.Davis; M. Chibnall, (Oxford: Clarendon Press,1998).]  [24:  C. Hicks, “The Bayeux Tapestry: The Life Story of a Masterpiece”, (Vintage Books: London, 2006). Page 20.] 

  An important area to mention regarding the tapestry is the fact that it had held no religious significance compared to the works in Sicily,[footnoteRef:25] which is arguably because it is telling the story of the Norman conquest rather than anything else. However, if we are to look at this as a reliable source in depicting how the Normans wanted to be represented in their art, we see a different perspective of how they wanted to be represented. This perspective being more of a true depiction of their world rather than one entirely based on this belief of them being the chosen people of God as we see in later works with the mosaics in Sicily. This is supported by Gatlin as he states the Tapestry is accurate and that other historical writings surrounding the period seem to represent its accuracy.[footnoteRef:26]Having said this, the piece that Gatlin has written has to be treated with some scepticism as there has not been much use of primary accounts to back up his work or, much use of secondary research. However, according to Hicks, the Bayeux Tapestry, was used as a form of entertainment but had subtle meaning as to why it was made.[footnoteRef:27] With this said, we can view this art piece created for the Normans as a useful medium in understanding why this piece was made, however we can see that it had much deeper meaning as we can understand that it was again made to legitimise Williams claim to the throne of England as Gatlin has previously mentioned. [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Ibid.]  [27: C. Hicks, “The Bayeux Tapestry: The Life Story of a Masterpiece”, Page 18.] 

To conclude, what we see from the Normans artworks is that they were a people willing to adapt to the needs of what was needed in order to become part of a culture. This is seen within their histories as mentioned but also is ever present within their artworks. The mosaics in Sicily are a prime example of Normans using their wit and power, to fornicate a lineage for themselves to be looked upon as the chosen people by God and even to an extent show of their authority as Marshall states within his work. However, there is a degree of legitimisation present in these artworks in Sicily as Roger dedicates these works and church to God and the apostles, and using Byzantine influence and symbolism creates this sense of them belonging in Sicily and indeed to be part of Byzantine culture. Having said this, there was a degree of conquest in these artworks, as the Normans have not only taken on Byzantine influence but are also looking to capitalise and use this for them to take control and have more authority as we have seen with canons being set up in Rogers chapel. Although these artworks in Sicily do arguably show what the Normans wanted to be perceived as, with their divine devotion to God and these chosen people, the Bayeux Tapestry is a prime example of legitimisation. As Hicks interpretation stated it was commissioned to put a positive spin on the conquest, it was also used to legitimise Williams claim to the throne, and this theme of legitimisation recurs and is ever present in the art works of Sicily. 
To summarise, it is accurate in saying that the Normans artwork was arguably commissioned to sanction their legitimisation of their newly conquered lands and belief system, however, to say other factors such as political and propagandist elements to their art did not play a part in the wider context would be wrong to assume as there is evidence for this. Overall the works are used for legitimatisation, but further analysis must be needed to give a definitive answer, as perceptions and perspectives of art differ throughout time.
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