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The mosaic of King Roger II of Sicily being crowned by Jesus Christ, resides in Palermo, Sicily, in the Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio which is more commonly known as La Martorana. Its construction itself began around 1143-51during the reign of the Norman King Roger II honouring the Virgin Mary and was led by a Christian Orthodox man who was Roger II admiral George of Antioch, an admiral would have the duties like that of a Prime Minister today. The actual designer of the mosaic is currently unknown by historians, but it is commonly agreed that as the architect of La Martorana he would have likely been the influence behind its conception. It is also understood that Roger would have also known about the mosaic depicting himself and exerting his royal authority in an acceptable and comforting way. Evidence shows that Roger had been involved in the church’s foundation and its foundation charter (1143) tells us that Roger was asked to place his signature on its document stating “When it was the month of May, in Indiction VI, we asked Our Majesty, the glorified and holy king – may God prolong his rule! – to place his noble signature (‘alāma) upon this document”[footnoteRef:1]. Historian Ernst Kitzinger also argues that the inclusion of Roger II motto ‘Praise be to God, and thanks for His blessings’ is further proof that Roger was practically a co-founder of the church. So why has the mosaic of Roger’s coronation maintained a constant review by scholars of medieval history? [1:  Dawn Marie Hayes, ‘French Connections: The Significance of the Fleur-de-Lis in the Mosaic of King Roger II of Sicily in the Church of Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio, Palermo’, Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Issue 1, Vol 44, (2013), p1-29, (p2)] 


The design of the mosaic holds significance. Roman mosaics where often made of stone whilst Byzantine tiles are created using coloured glass and had a distinct beauty to them compared to the Roman style. The image of the mosaic itself has been examined constantly by scholars as it does highlight a political significance during the reign of Roger II. The image itself depicts Roger on the left and Christ on the right, Christ looking bigger and wider perhaps to signify his authority over Roger. Christ also is displayed wearing a purple tunic and a blue mantel whilst holding a scroll in his left hand and with his other hand touching the crown that was placed atop of Roger’s head whilst also looking directly at Roger. Roger himself is shown bowing his head to Christ whilst receiving his crown and is seemingly in a praying position in the presence of Christ. Christ crowning Roger is interesting as during this period Kings would often been recognized and crowned by the Pope himself but in this image, Roger is seen being crowned by the ultimate authority, that of Jesus Christ. This image also references itself to the ideology we see throughout history, the divine right to rule. This was tradition amongst the Normans and became a tradition throughout the rest of history from France to Britain. In this case Roger has been anointed not by a mortal human but by a heavenly being and that Roger’s authority over his people comes directly from Jesus Christ. Roger’s head was not facing towards Christ however but looking directly at the viewer as if to further display his authority over his people. He was gowned in clothes that have been described as fit for a Byzantine Emperor. This description of Roger alone holds a huge Byzantine influence, but this was not the only influence that existed in its mosaic. At first glance the message is rather clear, Roger was being crowned by the ultimate authority in the world, God himself, but it is argued that its meaning is much more complicated than this simple understanding. In our society we may see this mosaic as multi-cultural although that may be too big a leap to assume. The mosaic itself apparently shows Roger and George’s interpretations of the past, the present and their hopes for the future under Roger’s reign. What’s interesting is even though Roger is the first Norman King of Sicily he looks, in this mosaic, every bit a Byzantine ruler, maybe because Byzantine styles from clothing to artwork at this time was considered the most beautiful and dignified art in the world, the same as France would be considered the leaders of style in the 19th century. Although examining Roger’s clothing more closely does display some emblems that would not necessarily be seen in a Byzantine design. One such deviation would be the existence of the fleur-de-lis that was scarcely seen in Byzantine images stitched in his gown. Historian Dawn Marie Hayes believes it “was intended to connect Roger to France, a rising power that was rapidly becoming associated with the flower.”[footnoteRef:2] France itself was undergoing a vibrant cultural expansion that spread across the western land of Europe. This included the foundation of universities in Paris (1150) or Toulouse (1220) for example. The region of the west could also be deemed important by leaders such as Roger for its strategic locations in creating a dynastic rule and contribute to the Norman expansion within Europe. The fleur-de-lis also has connections to the Virgin Mary and is seen as a sign of purity. The Roman Catholic Church would adopt the fleur-de-lis as a symbol to represent the Virgin Mary. Pope Leo III was said to have presented Charlamagne a blue banner covered in golden fleur-de-lis in the year 800 during his crowning as the Holy Roman Emperor. In later times the fleur-de-lis was adopted by many European families, most notably the French Monarchy’s, to represent their association to the church. [2:  Dawn Marie Hayes, p4] 


Roger’s appearance is also something to note, particularly his facial appearance. The crown he wears holds more of a western style to it whilst his long hair itself was not indicative of what a Byzantine ruler would look like during this period. It was more indicative of a Norman however and this could have been done to show is European ties. More notably his face and hair resemble that of the man who is crowning him, the ultimate authority, Jesus Christ. 

In conclusion the mosaic depicting King Roger II of Sicily being crowned by Jesus Christ could be described as a multi-cultural image today’s society. The inclusion of a mixture of European and Arabic styles showcases a desire to unify from Roger and Georges standpoint. The inclusion of the Fleur-de-Lis gave the image a French connection, which was a rising political and religious force during the period, but also presented a connection to Christianity with its reference to the Virgin Mary. The garment itself was Byzantine itself and the Fleur-de-Lis stitched onto its garment could signify the very unity that we are trying to highlight. The design was very Byzantine as it was the ‘fashionable’ choice at the time and could be seen as an upgrade from the normal Roman mosaics made of stone. The final part to acknowledge was the inclusion of Jesus Christ. Christ can be considered a universal god respected by all cultures and therefore once again signify unity between people. The mosaic of Roger II is a true piece of artwork that in my opinion, and other scholars opinions, an attempt to show Roger’s dream of a unified people.
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