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Detail from the mosaic with Roger II receiving the crown from Christ, Martorana, Palermo

The Commentary
This image, which is a mosaic from the Church of Martorana in Palermo, depicts King Roger II of Sicily being crowned by Jesus Christ, and dates from between 1143 and 1151.[footnoteRef:1] The artstyle and iconography of the image is, like many other Norman-Sicilian artwork, is a hybrid of the three major cultures in the area at the time, they being, Norman, Arab, and Byzantine, which demonstrates the multi-culturalness and diversity of Norman Sicily.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  R.H.C. Davis, The Normans and their Myth (London, Thames and Hudson Ltd,1980), pp. 72 – 73 & 140.]  [2:  Nicola Giuliano Leone / Eliana Mauro / Carla Quartarone / Ettore Sessa, Siculo-Norman Art: Islamic Culture in Medieval Sicily (Palermo, Museum With No Frontiers, 2010 [2003]), pp. 1 – 10.] 


As mentioned, this mosaic from Palermo is located in the Martorana Church, which was commissioned by George of Antioch, one of Roger II’s most famous admirals, and was built sometime during the twelth century.[footnoteRef:3] The mosaic itself is constructed from thousands of small blocks known as tesserae, which could be made from glass, stone or other such materials.[footnoteRef:4] Usually, the material of these tesserae was determined by its availability to the artist, with glass being the most common due to its range of colours, stone being used for darker colours such as black, while pottery or stone dipped in paint was likely used for the colour red.[footnoteRef:5] As such, it is likely that Jesus’s robes in the mosaic above are constructed out of stone tessera, while the red rimming of Roger’s robes are potentially made from painted stone. Continuing from this, the historian, Liz James, claims that the glass for this mosaic came from Constantinople, as this was the home of glass production at the time. However, there is little physical evidence of this and the relatively easy process of making glass through a combination of sand, sodium carbonate, and heat, means that Constantinople may not have been the origin of this glass.[footnoteRef:6] Even if this is the case, the artstyle and design of this mosaic clearly indicates the diversity of cultural connections that Norman-Sicily experienced. [3:  Liz James, Mosaics in the Medieval World: From Late Antiquity to the Fifteenth Century (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2017), pp. 380 – 400.]  [4:  Oxford University, Tessera, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 06/11/2018.]  [5:  James, Mosaics in the Medieval World, pp. 20 – 70.]  [6:  Ibid. pp. 10 – 80.] 


In terms of the mosaic itself, Roger II, the figure on the left side of the image, is depicted in a Byzantine style of dress, as is evident with his crown, robes, beard, and hair. Similar to Byzantine Emperors, Roger’s hair and beard are both of longer lengths than was common for the Normans, and his robes consist of the Byzantine paludamentum, which, by the Middle Ages, was a symbol of the Emperor, as well as a loros.[footnoteRef:7] The paludamentum is a cloak that was initially worn by Roman soldiers, while the loros is a scarf like object that was encrusted with various jewels, and later became an item of military apparel. Furthermore, Roger is also depicted as wearing a closed crown, a style that developed in the 1100’s, whereby the crown resembles more of a hat than a head band, although it still keeps much of its ornate design and linings.[footnoteRef:8] As is evident here, this mosaic presents King Roger II not only as a Greek, as one may expect due to Greek influences during production, but also as a Byzantine Emperor, a position that was greater than kingship. This is interesting as it could potentially be the Norman’s way of adopting the local customs and attempting to assimilate into the local communities more fluently, but it could also be claiming that the Normans in Sicily think themselves as the new dominant ‘empire’ of the Mediterranean.  [7:  Ed. by. Aneilya Barnes & Mariarosaria Salerno, Symbols and Models in the Mediterranean: Perceiving through Cultures (Cambridge, Cambridge Scholarly Publishing, 2017), pp. 46 – 47.  ]  [8:  Ed. by. Jill Condra, The Greenwood Encyclopaedia of Clothing Through World History: Prehistory to 1500 CE, Vol. 1 (London, Greenwood Press, 2008), pp. 130 – 140.] 

Furthermore, another sign of royalty and power that is evident in this mosaic is the colours of tessera which have been used to create the image. For example, Roger’s robe mostly consists of tesserae that are a shade of blue known as ‘royal blue’, while it is likely that the crown and loros both consist of terrerae of glass, gold, silver, and marble. The use of this ‘royal colour’ and the fact that these materials were not cheap to produce all suggest that the person who commissioned this mosaic is a wealthy and powerful individual.[footnoteRef:9] Continuing from this, there are small cross-like objects on Roger’s robe which could possibly be ‘fleur-de-lis’, stylized lilies that have links with France, potentially the artist’s way of highlighting Roger’s ancestery.[footnoteRef:10] However, they are more likely to be Catholic crosses as that would link to the posture of Roger, in that he is bowing his head to the power and athority that is Jesus Christ, which strongly implies that Roger is a humble and pious man. [9:  James, Mosaics in the Medieval World, pp. 20 – 120.]  [10:  Oxford University, Fleur-de-lis, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 07/11/2018.] 


Christ, on the other hand, is almost depicted the complete opposite of how Roger is in terms of clothing, as his robes are quite simple and dull. However, it is highly likely that this was intentional on the artist’s behalf. Firstly, Roger, and not Jesus, is the main figure in the mosaic, so by depicting Roger with brightly coloured tessera and Jesus with contrasting darker ones, the artist is creating a lighting effect that draws the audiences attention to Roger.[footnoteRef:11] The simple style and colour of Christ’s robes could also be in reference to his humbleness and his ‘vow of poverty’, in that he does not hold any property or possessions, such as elaborate clothes to decorate himself with.[footnoteRef:12] As is evident here, the bleakness of Jesus’ depiction in this mosaic is potentially a completely intentional choice by the artist, which could reinforce the piety of the Normans as they know how Jesus should be depicted.  [11:  James, Mosaics in the Medieval World, pp. 20 – 40.]  [12:  Oxford University, Poverty, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 07/11/2018.] 

Continuing from this, it is important to note Christ’s actions in the mosaic, as Jesus is clearly depicted as crowning Roger as King, which legitimizes Roger’s claim on the throne of Sicily.[footnoteRef:13] This is due to the fact that God, through Jesus, is clearly stating that Roger is to rule, meaning no Christian would attempt to revoke Roger’s title as it was God given. This is further reinforced by Roger’s response to the crowning in that he is looking towards the audience and directing them to his crowning, again dismissing any opposition as his position was given to him by God. Furthermore, Christ’s feet also need to be focused on as they are not planted on the ground, likely done intentionally to demonstrate Jesus’ omnipotence over the natural world, in that He has the power to levitate above the Earth.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth, p. 72.]  [14:  Oxford University, Omnipotent, Oxford English Dictionary 3rd Edition (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2015 [2010]). Accessed from Oxford Referencing on 07/11/2018.] 


It is important to also mention the letters, ‘POΓEPIOC PHΞ’, that line the top of the mosaic. This translates to ‘Rogerios Rex’, meaning ‘King Roger’, and is a combination of Greek and Latin, as the letters used are of Greek origin while the actual meaning behind them is Roger’s name in Latin. The reasoning behind this is not completely clear, but John Julius Norwich suggests that by Roger’s time, the Greek word for king, ‘basileus’, was undisputedly linked with the Emperor of the Greeks, so it would not have been right for Roger to take this title. [footnoteRef:15] However, I personally wonder whether this is actually the case as, based on Roger’s robes and depiction in this mosaic, he is attempting to mimic the Byzantine leaders in every way, so why not take their title as well. As such, I would claim that the range of languages used in the mosaic are to reflect the different cultures that Sicily had, whether they be Latin, Arab, or Greek.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  John Julius Norwich, The Kingdom in the Sun 1130 – 1194: The Normans in Sicily Vol. II (London, Faber & Faber Limited, 2018), pp. 93 – 99.]  [16:  Davis, The Normans and their Myth, pp. 71 - 75 & 86.] 


Finally, a similar image that is a good comparison to this mosaic is that of Roger II being crowned by St Nicholas, and is located in the Church of San Nicola, at Bari. This image is almost an exact replica of the mosaic from Martorana, at least in terms of the actions and positioning of the characters it features, but as mentioned, Jesus is replaced by the patron saint of the area, St Nicholas. However, Hubert Houben claims that this image from Bari is not that of a coronation scene, but is simply St Nicholas holding the crown above Roger to demonstrate that the King is under the protection of Heaven.[footnoteRef:17] Despite this, it is too similar to the mosaic, which clearly demonstrates Jesus placing the crown on Roger’s head, to claim that it does not depict the coronation of Roger II by God.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Hubert Houben, Roger II of Sicily: A Ruler Between East and West (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 114 – 118.]  [18:  Norwich, The Kingdom in the Sun 1130 – 1194, pp. 144 – 145.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk529462150]In conclusion, this mosaic of Roger II’s crowning by Jesus grants a precious look into Norman-Sicily. Whether it be the range of cultures that inhabited the island, or the way it which the Norman leaders wanted to be perceived, mosaics such as this are paramount in the understanding of Norman-Sicily.
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