James Forder HPHI 5009: Portfolio 2 (Roger II and Christ, Palermo)

The mosaic of Roger II of Sicily being crowned by Christ at Martorana, Palermo (fig. 1), is a good example of the ways in which the Normans used art to justify their authority, assimilate into the cultures and customs of the peoples existing in the areas they controlled, and used art to make political statements. The image was a particularly subversive and potentially controversial image, which says a significant amount about the mindset and aims of the Norman kings of Sicily. It also shows the imagery through which they viewed themselves and desired to be viewed by others. This commentary will explore what the image tells us about the status, image and aims of the Norman Sicilian kings and how they wanted to present themselves.
The first point to address is the significance of the imagery around Roger being crowned by Christ. Firstly, Christ is a major figure in the three main religions in Sicily at the time, Catholicism, Orthodoxy and Islam. This gives the image of Christ handing the crown to Roger universal significance to his subjects, a display of power and legitimacy. More importantly, it separates Roger from the papacy, who initially did not accept his rule as legitimate, so was therefore crowned by an anti-pope Anacletus II.[footnoteRef:1] In showing himself being crowned by Christ himself, Roger is showing that he does not require the pope’s approval, as the approval comes from a higher power, although he was eventually granted legitimacy in 1139, following the pope’s capture following the Treaty of Mignano.[footnoteRef:2] According to Barber, Roger may have believed that Anacletus was more likely to become the legitimate pope, due to his support of the southern Italian churchmen.[footnoteRef:3] Therefore, Roger showing himself being crowned by Christ may be a way for him to make up for his error of judgement in his endorsement for the papacy, as well as simply distancing himself. Overall, the image has a very political goal, showing Roger as equal to above the authority of the church. [1:  Helene Wieruszovski, ‘Roger II of Sicily, Rex-Tyrannus, In Twelfth-Century Political Thought’, Speculum, 38(1) (1963), p. 48; Antonio Marongiu, ‘A Model State in the Middle Ages: The Norman and Swabian Kingdom of Sicily’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 6(3) (1964), p. 308.]  [2:  Malcolm Barber, The Two Cities: Medieval Europe: 1050-1320, Second Edition (London, New York: Routledge, 2004 (1992)), p. 220.]  [3:  Barber, Two Cities, p. 218.] 

The Byzantine imagery in Roger’s portrayal is also very important. For example, he is depicted wearing the garments of Byzantine nobles and Emperors.[footnoteRef:4] This could just be a means for the Greek inhabitants of Sicily to better identify with the imagery, or it could be an indication of Roger’s ambitions. Marongiu states that this imagery shows that Roger had Imperial ambitions, rather than simply royal.[footnoteRef:5] By showing himself this way, he is presenting his power as absolute, with the same privileges as the Byzantine emperors.[footnoteRef:6] This further adds to the earlier points regarding Roger’s aim to distance himself from the papacy. The expensive nature of such a garb also alludes to the wealth, therefore power of Sicily. This may have been a way of Roger attempting to enhance the prestige of both his achievement in taking control of such a wealthy, powerful location, also to enhance the reputation of Sicily itself. However, the garments appear to contain fleur-des-lis, which may be a link to Roger’s French origin.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, he is not necessarily portraying himself as a Greek emperor, rather a French or Norman in the role of an emperor. Roger is also wearing a crown which does not fit into the traditional imagery of Byzantine crowns of the time.[footnoteRef:8] This imagery also has a similar purpose, giving the Greek Orthodox Christians the familiarity of the Byzantine imperial garb, but with some elements which are unfamiliar, showing that a new ruler has imposed himself onto their positions. Therefore, it is both a display of the Norman conquest of the Sicilian throne, but also a display of their partial assimilation into pre-existing customs and status. Another interesting thing pointed out by Kitzinger is that the loros is not contemporary for the time.[footnoteRef:9] This is likely done to evoke a sense of tradition, linking Roger to ancient emperors at the height of Byzantine power, rather than the rather weak position the empire was experiencing at that time. That way, he is distancing himself from the weakness of the Byzantine Empire from the time, rather showing himself potentially as the figure through which the empire could regain its former glory. This links to a passage in The Deeds of Robert Guiscard regarding the heroic ancestry of the Greeks.[footnoteRef:10] By presenting himself in traditional Byzantine imperial garb, Roger is implying that he is the successor through his deeds to the heroic Greeks of old, contrasting with the poor state of the Greeks at the time. [4:  Marongiu, Model State, p. 310; Diana Norman, ‘The Sicilian Connection: Imperial Themes in Simone Martini’s St. Louis of Toulouse Altarpiece’, Gesta, 53(1) (2014), p.p. 29-32; Ernst Kitzinger, The Mosaics of St. Mary's of the Admiral in Palermo, (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1990), p. 191; ]  [5:  Marongiu, Model State, p. 309.]  [6:  Marongiu, Model State, p. 308; Norman, Sicilian Connection, p. 32.]  [7:  Kitzinger, Mosaics of St. Mary’s, p. 190.]  [8:  Norman, Sicilian Connection, p. 31.]  [9:  Kitzinger, Mosaics of St. Mary’s, p. 192.]  [10:  William of Apulia, The Deeds of Robert Guiscard, translated by G.A. Loud (Leeds: University of Leeds, 2002).] 

The text is also important, as it is Latin words for ‘King Roger’, but with Greek letters. This is a very interesting combination of the Latin culture of Normandy and Italy, with the Greek culture of Sicily. Therefore, it is understandable to both Latin and Greek audiences, representing the diversity of the kingdom. The inclusion of the letters IC, meaning Jesus Christ, is also an indication of this diversity.[footnoteRef:11] It could also be viewed as a display of unity, bringing together the languages of the different elements of the kingdom in harmony under one identifiable motif. Therefore, Roger is presenting himself as well as Christ as the unifying force behind the peoples of Sicily. [11:  Gertrude Grace Sill, A Handbook of Symbols in Christian Art (New York: Collier Books, 1975), p. 65] 

The image of Christ is interesting in that, unlike most Byzantine style mosaics, such as the Christ Pantocrator (Fig. 2), Jesus is not directly facing the viewer of the image, rather facing Roger, with Roger facing the viewer instead. This is important, as it makes Roger the primary focus of the image, with the eye of the viewer initially being drawn to his depiction, due to his gaze and the brightness of his image. Roger’s posture then directs you towards Christ, who is directly facing Roger. This could be partially done to achieve a linear progression, with the depiction of the king then showing why he is legitimate, or it could be done to illustrate a representation of Roger as a representative or spokesperson for Christ, therefore a divine figure. This expands his role from that of a king, to one similar to that of the pope, which further shows the role of the image in distancing himself from the papacy. The gold colour of the background also has implications of divinity,[footnoteRef:12] which extends behind both figures, potentially showing both figures as divine. However, Christ is presented in a larger size than Roger, so it could be implied that Jesus is represented as more divine. It is also significant that the crown is being placed on Roger’s head with Christ’s right hand, which represents a blessing.[footnoteRef:13] This could be a subversive attack on Innocent II, Roger giving the message that ‘If you do not bless my rule, Christ himself does’. Overall, the posture and positioning of the figures in the image show Roger’s rule to have been blessed by Christ, with both figures presented as divine, perhaps being a response to the initial refusal of the pope to recognise Roger’s rule. [12:  Sill, Handbook of Symbols, p. 30.]  [13:  Sill, Handbook of Symbols, p. 69.] 

Overall, the image is a very subversive portrayal of the coronation of Roger II of Sicily, breaking away from the traditions of other Western European monarchs showing themselves crowned by popes or bishops, establishing a new tradition for Sicily as appointed directly by God (fig. 3). In doing so, the kings of Sicily show themselves as above the rule of the papacy, with their rule ratified by a higher power. It also evokes the Byzantine emperors, showing Sicilian kings to be the legitimate rulers of the Greek Orthodox contingent of Sicily. It also establishes the Norman kings as the spiritual successors of the Byzantine emperors in their prime, showing Roger as a king who can restore the honour and power to that of old. In short, it establishes and legitimises a new dynasty in Sicily whose power derives from the highest authority, who rules over all of the peoples of his territory with absolute power.
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Figure 1: Roger II Being Crowned by Christ, Martorana, Palermo.
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Figure 2: Christus Pantocrator, Cathedral of Cefalu, Sicily, By Andreas Wahra [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html) or CC-BY-SA-3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/)], from Wikimedia Commons
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Figure 3: Christ crowns William II of Sicily, Sibeaster [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons
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