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THE DUOMO 
U pon entering the Duomo or Cathedral ofMonreale, the vis 

itor is confronted with a scene of breathtaking and awe-in 
spiring beauty-s-a feast for the eyes and mind meant to 

convey a sense of wealth and power. The stately majesty of the tem 
ple's overall structure, the harmonious merging and flight of the ar 
chitectural lines, the rich profusion of luxurious mosaics, the 
suggestive mysticism of the mosaic motifs and the profound symbol 
ism throughout truly make this monument one of the most outstand 
ing to be found anywhere in Italy. 
One of the first to be literally dumb-stuck by such magnificent 

splendour was the politically far-sighted Pope Lucio III, a disciple of 
Bernard of Chiara valle. In a manuscript dated 1183 bearing the Pope's 
seal and when the works where still underway, he writes that King 
William II has so glorified this site that an undertaking of this kind 
and extent has never been embarked upon by any other monarch since 
antiquity such as to leave all those who see it in speechless, spell 
bound wonderment. 
Since those far-off days, all those who have had occasion to visit 

the monument over the last eight centuries have consistently and uni 
versally endorsed this opinion. Bartolo Sirilli was inspired to poetry 
by the magnificence of the temple. In Sirilli's Historia della Chiesa 
di Monreale, written under the nom de plume of GianLuigi Lello and 
published in 1596 by Archbishop Ludovico II Cardinal Torres of 
Monreale, Prefect to the Library of the Holy Roman Church and one 
of the most eminent and cultivated minds of the period, the author is 
driven to exclaim: 
II vago monte a cui real corona 
fa su bei marmi assiso un tempio d'oro 
che meraviglia ai riguardanti dona 
dell'opera non men che del tesoro ... 

(Like a crown upon the distant mount 
on marble base a golden temple lies 

with its magnificence no less its treasure 
as the beholder's prize). 

It is here, in fact, at the foot of Monte Caputo, on the heights com 
manding the valley of the Conca d'Oro or the golden shell (so called 
for its extensive orange orchards), hemmed in on one side by a ma 
jestic range of mountains and skirted on the other by the bay of the 
Gulf of Palermo, that the impressive structure of the Cathedral of 
Monreale, truly one of the architectural wonders of the world, stands 
out amidst the surrounding landscape. 
The building of the monument takes us back to the high point of the 

Norman kingdom in Sicily, which coincides with the reign of William 
II (1172-1189). Historians agree that the onset of Norman domination 
in Sicily and the subsequent creation of what was to become known 
as the kingdom of the Two Sicilies marks the turning point in the is 
land's history, which brings it into the main stream of Western civi 
lization, initiating a process leading to the formation of a distinct 
Sicilian nation with its peculiar characteristics and customs. 
The foundation of the Cathedral and of the adjacent Benedictine 

Abbey, around which the city of Monreale was to grow, represents 
one of the most significant moment in this process to nation hood. At 
the beginning of the 11 th century the Normans, always on the lookout 
for new territories to conquer, begin directing their attention to the 
Southern lands of the Italian Peninsula, which is soon taken over by 
the last wave of Germanic invaders. The country, however, is not 
overrun by hoards of conquerors immediately. The conquest takes 
place more by settlement and occupation as small groups of pilgrim 
and soldiers of fortune gradually move into the new territory. 
Southern Italy, divided and perennially in conflict within itself, 

presents an ideal situation for their successful penetration. The East 
ern Empire, under whose sovereignty this part of the country is nom 
inally subjected, is too weak and too distant to be able to put up any 
kind of ostensible resistance in order to hold on to its possessions and 
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of metropolitan archbishopric. The privileges and benefices accom 
panying the title and which Norman sovereigns normally bestowed 
upon such institutions for political reasons, were soon to increase the 
importance of the abbey, around which a new urban settlement began 
to grow. The vast area of the new fiefdom under the ecclesiastic and 
temporal rule of the Abbot quickly began to attract an increasing pop 
ulation. As conceived by William II, the monastic complex itself rep 
resents the high point of the policy pursued by the Normans in Sicily 
of bringing about a fusion of Western Latin, Eastern Byzantine and 
Arab-Islamic traditions. As Kroenig points out, all these components, 
which go into making the monastery a unified symbol of diverse cul 
tures, must be carefully assessed and evaluated for the different role 
played by each in creating the overall effect following this order of 
priority. From both the political and ecclesiastical points of view, the 
institutions set up by the Normans belonged to the tradition of West 
ern Latin culture and this can be clearly inferred from the very lay 
out of the church and of the other monastic buildings. In fact, the base 
element inspiring the overall architecture of the complex is strongly 
rooted in Western traditions. This element is so clearly dominant that 
other stylistic elements appertaining to other cultural milieus can 
clearly merge with it without generating any conflict of form or con 
tent. It is by virtue of this fundamental Latin element, prevailing 
throughout, that not only Byzantine decorative components can be 
harmoniously inserted, but also certain outstanding architectural so 
lutions characteristic of the Eastern Church, can be safely adopted 
without overtuming the basic Latin scheme. Moreover, the workman 
ship ofIslamic craftsmen is evident in architectural details both inside 
and outside the monastic buildings. But even the characteristics of 
these features, the way in which Islamic motifs are inserted into the 
overall architectural scheme, differ significantly from those which 
can be found in the royal castles, the predominant aspects of which 
are more clearly and fully Islamic in inspiration. A metaphor here can 
help us to better define the various components and characteristics 
which go into creating the overall composition. The grammar and 
syntax of the Monreale complex can be said to be Western in form 
and inspiration, while the lexicon contains numerous single Islamic 
elements. 
The monastic complex erected by order of William II, is built next 

to the Norman royal palace at the centre of the royal hunting preserve 
established by Roger II, set in magnificent natural surroundings 
which highlight and exalt its outstanding majesty. The first part of 
the complex to be built was the Benedictine abbey with its spectacular 
cloister, followed by the lavishly adorned and stately Cathedral, 
which together form a potent symbol of the absolute power and mag 
nificence of the Norman sovereigns. The origins of such stately 
majesty and magnificence cannot be but rooted in legend. Pious tra 
ditions has it, in fact, that the Virgin appeared to the young king, who 
had fallen asleep under a great carob tree, indicating that a great 
treasure was buried in that spot and ordering him to use it to build a 
temple dedicated to Her. • 
The harmonious link between landscape and architecture is less ev 

ident today than in the past. A part of the royal palace has been tumed 
into the Town Hall and another part into an ecclesiastical seminary, 
so that little remains to recall the past glory. The abbey itself was 
completely rebuilt in the 18th century and the only original piece still 
standing is the dormitory wall. Very little remains of the ramparts and 
fortified walls surrounding the complex. It is therefore to the Cathe 
dral and to the cloister, which have been preserved almost intact, that 
we must tum in order to gain an appreciation of what represents one 
of the most outstanding and striking examples of the merging of 
the main cultural traditions of the age. These, together with the 
contemporary Cathedral of Palermo, are the last remaining examples 
of that great cycle of religious architecture which developed in Sicily 
in the 12th century. 
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Albeit inspired by different models, the northern Cluny style in the 
case of Palen no and the Latin Cassino style in the case of Monreale, 
both complexes are considered the highest expression of the harmo 
nious combination and blending of different architectural, ornamental 
and artistic styles. And these in turn, are the outcome, or better, the 
expression and manifestation of that political harmony under which 
the different cultures coexisted under normal rule. 
The new architectural style, known as Arab-Norman or Sicilian 

Norman, has in fact its origins and development in the far-sighted 
policy of the Norman conquerors---a policy aimed at bringing Sicily 
into the main stream of Western Latin culture, away not only from 
the Islamic tradition but also from Greek-Byzantine influence, which 
was still strong even after three centuries of Arab domination. How 
ever, although predominantly Romanesque in style, the architecture 
which was thus to develop is also clearly steeped in the Islamic and 
Byzantine traditions characteristic of Sicilian culture. 
The great vision and scheme of William II falls within this general, 

political and cultural framework and it is against this backdrop that 
this achievement can be properly interpreted. The young king sets 
out to create a monument which, for its artistic splendour and mag 
nificence, was meant from the start to outdo all that which had been 
built before in Norman Sicily such as the Palatine Chapel in Palermo 
and the Cathedral of Cefalu. But the monarch did not only want to 
be remembered as a builder of monuments. The stately complex was 
also intended to become a centre for the diffusion and penetration of 
Latin culture in Western Sicily. For this reason, the monastery was 
entrusted to the care of Benedictine monks. But in realJzing his 
project, William was looking farther afield. Monreale was to compete 
for grandeur and magnificence with the greatest imperial buildings 
and institutions of the time, such as St John in the Lateran in Rome 
and St Sophia in Constantinople. In fact, the basic scheme underlying 
the layout of the monastic complex in Monreale is identical to that 
of St John and St Sophia in the capitals of the Western Roman and 
Eastern Byzantine empires. As in these, the Cathedral is directly 
linked to the royal palace, the seat of temporal power. In St John in 
the Lateran, built under Costantine in the 4th century, and in St 
Sophia, built under Justinian in the 6th century, the unity of church 
and state are clearly evident in the very layout of the ecclesiastical 
and temporal buildings. In Monreale this concept emerges with even 
greater emphasis. As W. Kroenig points out, not only is the Cathedral 
connected to the palace, but the former is so monumental that imposes 
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itself, in a politically and religiously unsteady period, as a unique 
symbol to be found nowhere else in the Western world, expressing a 
balance welding together both temporal and religious power. It is 
within this context that we can understand why the Cathedral ofMon 
reale, although not completed, rapidly becomes the seat of an arch 
bishopric, almost as a counter-move to the rival archbishop of 
Palermo, Walter Offali, who had in the meantime and in apparent op 
position to the complex set up by William, begun the construction 
of his own Cathedral. But to little avail, as the pre-eminent role of 
defender of the papacy which had been conferred upon the Norman 
sovereign by the Pope, afforded the monarch ample political leeway 
and independence of action---more than enough to allow him to glo 
rify his kingdom by building imposing architectural monuments of 
far-reaching religious importance and to assume titles and privileges 
normally bestowed upon the Emperor of Constantinople. It is in con 
sidering this turn of events and circumstances that one can understand 
why in both the Martorana of Palen no and' in the Cathedral of Mon 
reale the king is depicted as being crowned directly by Christ Him 
self, a motif found in no other church in the Western world. 
Of the many functions intended by William for his project in Mon 

reale was also that of creating a strategic 'stronghold from which to 
defend the capital, Palermo, from risks of an inland attack from the 
rear. In fact, Monreale is ideally situated for dominating access to the 
territory leading to Mazara, which was heavily populated by restless 
Saracens. And, of course, the Cathedral, as principal church of the 
kingdom, was also meant as an imposing memorial monument for 
the mortal remains of both William himself and his dynasty. 
Building proper got under way quickly and the main structure was 

completed in the four years between 1172 and 1176 employing a large 
number oflabourers and craftsmen of different origin as the wide va 
riety of styles clearly testifies. And yet, despite such variety, a uniform 
and unified effect is the ultimate outcome. To bring off such a daring 
enterprise, unifying so many tastes and styles, we must presume that 
the overall project was closely guided and followed by a vigilant and 
versatile mind having a wide knowledge and ability of combining so 
many different elements into a single artistic accomplishment. Un 
fortunately, the name of this undisputed genius has not come down 
to us. We can only assume that the architect was of Latin extraction, 
capable of interpreting the far-sighted vision and desires of the sov 
ereign as well as the founding principles of Christian theology. To 
gether with all this, of course, this master architect must have also 
demonstrated a unique ability for directing such a complex operation 
involving craftsmen of the most diverse extraction, such as Greeks, 
Arabs, Romans, Venetians, Provencals, Apulians and Pisans. Still 
today, we can only but marvel at how so much energy and variety 
were channelled into creating a veritable architectural and artistic 
gem combining styles, motifs and elements coming from such a wide 
number of different Mediterranean cultures. 
Looking at the Cathedral from outside, we can see how the single 

parts which go into making up the structure of the building overlap 
and merge into each other in a modulated crescendo of architectural 
forms and volumes leading to the unified whole: the majestic nave 
dominates the aisles as the lantern dominates the intersection of the 
nave with the transept. The main body of the apses, with its distinctive 
semicircular shape and its panoply of decorative element, high 
lightens and underscores the most spiritually potent part of the tem 
ple, that is the holy sanctuary around the high altar. Which is not to 
say, however, that the other structures of the building are less impos 
ing and impressive. The apses, the presbytery, the nave, the aisles, 
and the towers stand out clearly and are each marked by their own 
distinctive architectural features which confer upon them a fully 
accomplished formal aspect in their own right, so that the diverse 
styles and the different buildings techniques which go into making 
the whole are all easily recognizable. 



The Arab craftsmen built the apses facing eastwards, continuing 
then with the arches of the presbytery and laying the perfectly cut 
ashlar blocks above the arches of the nave. In the meantime, Latin 
craftsmen were building the towers and the external walls of the aisles 
and the presbytery using uncut blocks as can still be seen in the first 
order of the towers. The Arab craftsmen were also responsible for 
building the upper orders of the southern tower and the decorative 
elements of the aisle window jambs. 
Such diversity and variety can be misleading. In the 19th century, 

for example, abbot Domenico Benedetto Gravina (1807-1886), one 
of the greatest scholars of the Cathedral at the time, was led to be 
lieve that the building had been erected in two different periods: the 
first, Benedictine, dating back to the 7th century at the time of Gre 
gory the Great, and the second during the 12th century. He erro 
neously supported this contention by referring to the fact that the 
Benedictines of his time held sway over the local secular clergy and 
this he accounted for by assuming that the former had settled in the 
area long before the latter. 
Where all this diversity blends to form a cohesive whole is espe 

cially in the modulated distribution of the architectural volumes, ma 
jestic and all-embracing, from which ensues the feeling of a single 
living structure. The artists who have over the centuries made their 
contribution to dignifying this church have always taken care not to 
break this solemn and harmoniously integrated unity, limiting them 
selves to external architectural accretions fully respectful of the gen 
eral grandiose scheme. This is clearly evident, for example, in the 
Northern portico designed by Biagio Timpanella and built by Gagini 
in 1547. The same can be said for the architect who designed the 
Chapel of St Castrense, built in refined Renaissance style in the late 
16th century and for artists who worked in the Baroque chapel of the 
Crucifix built towards the end of the 17th century, as well as for An 
tonio Romano, who designed the 17th century main portico, rebuilt 
in 1770. 
As for the external structure, the harmoniously modulated distribu 

tion of the architectural volumes also clearly emerges inside the 
church. Stretching out along 102 metres, the overall effect is truly 
imposing and awe-inspiring. The majestic nave, three times wider 
than the aisles, continues into the transept, which is as wide as the 
arches leading into the apses. Rigorously obeying the rules of sym 
metry and proportion, the structure launches itself upwards, culmi 
nating in the great transversal triumphal arch which, located before 
the presbytery, seem to frame the vast vault of the main apse, thus 
bestowing upon it an even loftier appearance. 
Four ogee arches, two of which transversal and two longitudinal, 

delimit the transept. The main apse features a semicircular ogee vault, 
while the others feature a semi-dome, with a barrel vault and two 
cross-vault. In the rest ofthe church, polychrome wooden ceiling are 
supported by high walls. The wide variety of vaulting all used in the 
same building, such as truss, cross, dome, and single vaulting, was a 
mainstay of Medieval church architecture and was me~nt to confer 
the proper dignity and emphasis to the most spiritually significant 
parts of the temple. In Monreale, the vaulting variety increases as one 
moves from the nave towards the apse, clearly conveying the sense 
of being led into the most holy part of the church. 
The entire vaulting ofthe church was rebuilt a few years after a dis 

astrous fire had devastated the roofing over the presbytery in 1811. 
Restoration work was carefully executed in compliance with the pre 
vious layout and design, although it must be said that the roofing had 
already undergone various renovations before then. The ceiling of the 
central part of the transept is the most lavishly decorated, with small 
extremely elaborate, gilded stalactite-like decorative elements 
hanging from the ceiling. These motifs, clearly ofIslamic origin, can 
also be found in the Palatine Chapel, at Zisa and at Cuba, being an 
emblematic expression of the Sicilian-Norman style. 

The Eastern wing of the church is directly linked, to the North, with 
the royal palace and to the South with the monastery and Archbishop's 
residence. Two thrones, one for the monarch and one for the arch 
bishop, lean against the two eastern pillars in the transept, in corre 
spondence to the passageways leading to the seats of both the secular 
and ecclesiastical authorities. 
The royal throne is more richly adorned and set slightly higher than 

the archbishop'S Cathedral. The coat-of-arms of William II is mounted 
over the throne and a mosaic depicting the king, standing, while being 
crowned by Christ, dominates the royal chair. 
The crescendo of architectural and decorative elements is projected 

upwards, leading one's gaze towards the supreme vision of divinity, 
represented by the mosaic of Christ Pantocrator (or All-Powered) in 
the act of blessing. Such is the majesty and extension of the image 
that it dominates the entire vault of the main apse and can rightly be 
interpreted as being the ultimate symbol of the unifying principle in 
spiring the whole, which is that of unity and harmony throughout. 
It is all too easy for us today to take the unity and harmony which 

underlie this architectural achievement for granted. A closer look, 
however, shows us how difficult all this was to bring about. Right 
from the beginning, in fact, the risk of being anachronistic must have 
presented itself acutely to the architect as the material used for the 
columns and capitals are taken from the ruins of classical temples. 
And yet, this decision must have been taken consciously because the 
materials employed are not of local derivation but were most proba 
bly brought in from the region ofItaly around Naples called Campa 
nia rather than from Africa, as someone has suggested. Moreover, it 
is also quite likely that the materials were not, in fact, taken from the 
ruins but from the temples and buildings still standing, which were 
therefore dismantled to serve this specific purpose. Proof of this can 
be seen in the different design, motifs and workmanship of the 
columns and capitals used plus the fact that they are well-preserved 
despite the long voyage and risks which they must have gone through 
to reach Monreale. 
A possible explanation for the use of these pagan elements lies not 

only in the obvious recognition and appreciation of the artistic and 
historical value of classical architecture. By assimilating them into a 
Christian context and setting, Christian values are shown to be capa 
ble of peacefully absorbing pagan values in the superior interest of 
art and culture, thus overcoming all possible conflict and reciprocal 
interference between such opposing world views. 
The capitals were reassembled in pairs and the larger columns 

erected towards the centre of the nave so as to create at pleasant sense 
of perspective moving towards the high altar. All the columns except 
one are made of granite. The exception is given by a green cipolin 
marble column as in Cefalu. A possible interpretation of this is that 
the green cipolin column was meant to be a symbol of faith as such, 
therefore, a pillar supporting both the church building itself as well 
as the Universal Living Church. Until 1837, it was the second pillar 
on the right entering the church. In that year, however, for reasons of 
stability, it was moved, with considerable engineering skill, to its 
present position as the first pillar. 
When William II died at the age of 36, the Northern tower was as 

yet uncompleted as was the external decoration of the nave and the 
floor. 
In the course of the centuries the temptation, so to speak, of com 

pleting the monument has periodically cropped up, almost right down 
to modem times. But all artists who have worked in the Cathedral 
have always been careful to adapt to the overall spirit inspiring the 
temple's design and construction. This can be seen very clearly, for 
example, in the 16th century pavement of the nave laid at the time of 
Cardinal Alessandro Farnese the Younger, and that of the aisles laid 
at the time of Ludovico II Cardinal Torres. 
The major transformations to the Cathedral were carried out by Car- 
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dinal Alfonso Los Cameros in 1658. On this occasion, the wall sep 
arating the nave from the presbytery, a feature consonant with the rit 
ual traditions of the Eastern Church, was removed. Glass window 
panes were also installed, thus eliminating the perforated lead panels 
which had afforded only a very weak lighting. To top it all off the 
Cardinal had the exterior plastered over, leaving only the apses un 
covered. As Gravina points out, with these modifications the temple 
lost much of its poetic appeal and suggestive atmosphere. More sig 
nificantly, what was lost was the basic liturgical scheme which had 
inspired the original architect. The changes wrought raised consider 
able criticism and debate. In partial defence, it must be admitted, 
however, that the innovations corresponded to the newly felt liturgical 
requirements and to a desire to highlight and bring out the brilliance 
of the golden mosaics and the stately majesty of the grand architec 
tural scheme. Although some of the candle-lit mystery was therefore 
lost, the mosaics were not able to yield up all their dazzling glory. 
The presbytery, freed of the Byzantine screen, thus opened up di 

rectly onto the nave. But, except for this alteration, the original struc 
ture and decorations were left intact and have never undergone any 
substantial modification-sa clear sign that universally acclaimed artis 
tic qualities of the monument have been able to withstand the va 
grancies of taste and time. What innovations there have been, have 
always been of minor entity and have never upset the overall effect. 
These include the baroque style decorations in the two side apses, ex 
ecuted towards the end of the 17th century, when the Chapel of the 
Holy Crucifix was built. In addition, a new silver high altar, designed 
and executed in Rome by Luigi Valadier, was erected under Arch 
bishop Francesco Testa in 1773. Even in this case, however, despite 
the late Roman Baroque style, the simple lines and the colours em 
ployed blend in perfectly with the surrounding Medieval style of the 
apse. 
A few more words should be spent on the subsequent history of this 

monumental complex created by William II and on the role played 
by the Cathedral and the cloister in the life of Monreale, and its in 
fluence on art and culture in general. 
The importance of this complex throughout the centuries has been 

considerable. Various political and religious institutions have always 
gravitated around it, thus making it become the focus of a number of 
historical developments. Of course, this co-existence has not always 
been trouble-free. William II's farsighted political and cultural project 
is not wholly interrupted by his untimely death on the 18th of 
November 1189 at the age 36; complications were to arise almost im 
mediately. The Benedictine abbey, in fact, loses much of its impetus. 
Its role, as conceived by William, of being the centre from which 
Latin culture and civilization were to reach out across the kingdom, 
was significantly curtailed. The political upheaval which invests 
Sicily in the second half of the 13th century and continues right 
through the 14th century casts a threatening shadow over the Arch 
bishopric as well, which nonetheless maintains its royal prerogatives 
towards the Italian and Spanish aristocracy. But, materially peaking, 
the Cathedral itself begins to be neglected and the slow process of 
decay sets in. It is only in the 16th century that any real interest in 
the monument is once again revived. Although universal appraisal 
had always been bestowed upon it throughout the centuries, it is to 
wards this period that the alarm is sounded for its distressful state of 
abandonment. In 1498, the Viceroy Giovanni de la Muta, on behalf 
of king Ferdinand II, in a letter to the general vicar of the Archbishop 
Cardinal Giovanni Borgia, writes His Majesty is of the opinion that 
the church of the archbishopric of Monreale is one of the most mag 
nificent works of art to be found anywhere in the world. 
Although the other parts of the complex have undergone radical 

transformations to suit everyday requirements, it is thanks to the gen 
eral awareness of the uniqueness of this superb monument that the 
decorations and overall structure of the Cathedral have come down 
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to us almost intact today. In particular, the royal palace and the Bene 
dictine monastery have been subject to the greatest modifications. 
Towards the middle of the 16th century, Archbishop Cardinal 
Alessandro Farnese sets aside part of the royal palace as the seat of 
the Municipal Council, which it still occupies today. This new func 
tion brings about numerous and far-reaching alterations. In 1590, 
Archbishop Ludovico II Cardinal Torres decides to occupy the re 
maining part of the building, which was already being used as the 
archbishop's warehouses and bank, with the seminary, still extant 
today. Some remains of the royal palace were brought to light during 
excavations in 1923, but such radical transformations have practically 
wiped out traces on the ancient building. 
The Benedictine abbey, often in conflict and at logger-heads with 

the Archbishopric, was to undergo a long period of decline in impor 
tance and prestige, and it is only towards the 16th century that it be 
gins to reflourish. But this renaissance also entails considerable 
renovations so that, except for the cloister and the wall of the dormi 
tory, which can still be admired today, the rest was almost completely 
rebuilt in the 18th century. The opposition between the monastic and 
hierarchical church authorities is evident in the construction of two 
separate chapels=the Chapel ofSt Castrense in the Cathedral proper, 
erected by order of Ludovico II Cardinal Torres, and the Chapel of 
St Benedict, built by the Benedictine monks as an adjunct. 
The sense of the marvel which has inspired thousands upon thou 

sands of visitors to the Cathedral and the cloister through the cen 
turies, reaches a high point in 18th century and practically continues 
unabated to the present day. The Classicism and Romanticism with 
which the European culture is imbued in this period drive some ar 
chaeologists, scientists and scholars to undertake the long and ardu 
ous journey leading to Sicily in search of ancient monuments. The 
German Baron Von Riedesel in 1767, the English physician Patrick 
Brydone in 1733, the English scholar Henry Swinburne in 1777, the 
great German traveller Friedrich Munter in 1784, the French Do 
minique Vivant De Non towards the end of the same century, all write 
up, their country-men, their enthusiastic impressions, full of awe and 
admiration, for the splendid Cathedral and cloister of Monreale. The 
19th century is no less enthusiastic. To many foreign travellers such 
as Earl Luigi de Forbin, Maior Light, Gonzalve de Nervo, De La 
Salle, Francis, De Sivry, Bartlett, Baedeke , Lambelin, Vuillier, 
Sladen, Paton as well as for Italians, such as Chiesi, all roads seem 
to lead to Monreale. 
The place occupied by the Cathedral in the life and culture of the 

people of Monreale is no less prominent. The Cathedral is in fact 
called by the local population La Matrice (The Mother) and it has 
been rightly considered by them to be their most precious legacy. The 
artists, who across the centuries have built or renovated the churches 
in and around Monreale, especially those of the 17th and 18th cen 
turies, have always been inspired by La Matrice, which has thus be 
come the mother of all these churches. Even the paintings, the 
altar-frontals and the banners of the various religious confraternities 
are clearly inspired by the style, motifs, colours and composition 
found in the mosaics and decorations of the Cathedral of Monreale. 
The very choice of artistic medium and expression has been influ 
enced by this monument. It is in fact architecture, painting, mosaic 
and ceramic art, rather than sculpturing, which have undergone the 
most significant artistic developments in the area of Monreale. 
The biggest disaster which has ever shuck the Cathedral is most re 

cently the fire of 1811. Starting in a room below the ancient organ, 
to the left of the presbytery, it quickly developed and spread, reaching 
the roof of the presbytery, of the prothesis and the diaconicon on the 
sides. The choir area was completely destroyed and other serious 
damage was also caused. A few years later, in 1817, a committee was 
set up by taking Ferdinand Bourbon to oversee restoration work and 
to manage the special funds which were allotted for the purpose. The 



roofing of the Cathedral was completely rebuilt and mosaics in the 
upper level of the presbytery walls were repaired together with the 
pavements. The high altar and the royal tombs were also restored and 
the choir completely rebuilt. No expense was spared to employ the 
most famous architects and artists of the time, such as Antonio Salinas 
and Giuseppe Patricolo. The enterprise was also an occasion for a 
lively confrontation amongst the various contemporary restoration 
theories and techniques. 
Despite clashes amongst the different points of view and the far 

reaching restoration work which was carried out, the Cathedral still 
preserves its original identity intact. After the committee was abol 
ished in 1925, the ancient 'Fabbriceria or Maramma' continued the 
never ending maintenance and repair work which the Cathedral al 
ways requires, using Government and Regional funding, Important 
restoration work to the mosaics has been carried out under special 
laws passed recently by the Italian and regional parliaments. The dis 
covery, 1978, of termites in the wooden structures, which were found 
to be seriously damaged, led to other major restorations and repairs. 
But, in all these works, the guiding principle has always been the re 
spect and maintenance of the original decorations and structures. 
Every effort and considerable resources have been dedicated to 
preserving such an outstanding monument for posterity. 

THE SIDE PORTICO 

A first record of a portico in front of the side entrance of the Cathedral dates back to 1542, where it is mentioned in a 
document setting out a series of instructions for repairs re- 

quired by the portico, laid down by the royal inspector, Francesco 
Vento. No record of the previous portico has come down to us. The 
structure we can admire today was built between 1547 and 1562 by 
the brothers Giovanni and Fazio Gagini under order from Cardinal 
Alessandro Farnese. The original design by Biagio Timpanella, an 
artist who is just now beginning to be properly appreciated for his 
full worth. 
The graceful and slender portico is built between the Western bell 

tower and the Eastern transept, and forms an ideal conjunction of the 
two projecting structures along the Northern side of the Cathedral. 
Eleven arches span the structure supported by twelve slender 
columns, resting on simple Ionic-Attic style plinths. The capitals are 
inspired by the Corinthian style and harmonize with the slender 
columns, conferring upon the structure a particularly graceful ele 
gance. Particular care has been given to the columns of the central 
arch, which leads into the Cathedral. These are distinguished by com 
posite capitals and paler colours. All the other columns bear slight 
distinguishing features, but are all laid down in pairs as was normal 
practice in the Middle Ages. The central arch is highlighted by a ledge 
placed in the keystone and by the marble coat-of-arms of the Farnese 
family adorned with a crown of fruits and foliage, sculpted by Vin 
cenzo Gagini. 
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THE SIDE PORTAL 

T he bronze side portal, framed by a very delicately 
wrought mosaic fascia of Arab flare, was executed by 
Barisano da Trani in 1186. It is made up of 28 bronze 

panels, two panels, two of which depict pagan scenes, while the 
others illustrate Christian motifs. Barisano, who came from Apu 
lia, was educated in the tradition of Byzantine art which, in turn, 
was inspired by the great art of ancient Greece. Every panel is 
fmely wrought and chiselled in the highest tradition 6'f the gold 
smith craft. The artist seems to have been inspired by the ivory 
caskets and chests, commonplace in many a household of rich 
merchants or amongst the nobility in the Middle Ages. The panels 
are separated by ornamental fasciae. The lavish decoration of clas 
sical style is rife with studs, floral and spiral motifs, small circles 
and squares, medallions and figures. But no religious symbolism 
is intended, however in this rich ornamental display. The majestic 
and mystical figures of St Andrew and St Bartholomew stand out 
in the rounded niches. The master artist has left his signature in 
the panel depicting St Nicholas indicating his religious affiliation, 
as in the portals of the Cathedrals of Trani and Ravello. Another 
distinguishing feature is the square architrave over the portal, the 
only one extant of the Norman age in Sicily. 
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THE DOOR OF PARADISE 

N o better inducement is needed to enter the church than 
the main portal, with its spectacular panoply of decora 
tive motifs. The bronze imposts are the premier fea- 

tures. They form in effect a wall of ornamental figures all in relief, 
which is enhanced and highlighted by the plasticity of the portal's 
finely wrought cornices. Externally, these latter are bordered by 
a banding edged with an acanthus-leaf motif which rises vertically 
from either side and bends at the top to form a triangular tympa 
num enclosing the. portal's concentric, arched ogee I intels. The 
jambs are formed by four lesenes arranged in pairs on either side, 
with their bases and capitals gradually receding in unison towards 
the interior; other motifs include the classically inspired garlands 
of acanthus leaves with their interspersed animal and human fig- 
ures. 
Prof. Kroenig has found a number of comparable elements be 

tween the portal's decorative motifs and several columns in dif 
ferent areas of the church's cloister. He has deduced from these 
findings that the same genius directed the construction of Mon 
reale's entire monumental complex of monastery, cloister and 
cathedral. The richly detailed ornamental motifs and the purpose 
ful display of such precious materials as granite and gold were 
doubtlessly designed as a prelude and preparation for the splen 
dour that waits the visitor inside the church. Appropriately enough, 
this is called the Door of Paradise. The rectangular bronze doors 
are masterpieces in their own right. Executed by Bonanno Pisano 
in 1186, they feature amidst graceful floral motifs forty squares 
depicting episodes from the New and the Old Testaments in con 
cise yet boldly expressive fashion inspired by classical and Byzan 
tine art as well as the Rhineland bronzes. Measuring 7.80 m in 
height and 3.90 in width, it is the largest portal which has come 
down to us from this period as well as one of the few Romanesque 
masterpieces of bronze sculpturing still in existence. Particularly 
worthy of note are the pairs of lions and griffins sculpted on the 
four bottom panels these figures constitute an oft-found medieval 
motif in the western portals of churches and her announce, as it 
were, their reappearance on the royal throne near the altar. The 
biblical scenes start at the bottom with the Creation of Adam and 
Eve and proceed up to the Ascension. The series is crowned by 
the figures of Christ triumphant and the Virgin enthroned amidst 
the angels. The captions are inscribed in the vernacular of the age 
mixed with Latin, being therefore a record in the evolution to 
wards the Italian vernacular. The artist's name and date are at the 
bottom on the left. 







THE EXTERNAL APSES 

A Pproaching Monreale from Palermo, the first part of 
the Cathedral of Monreale which meets the visitor's 

_ eye are the grandiose apses facing eastwards. The 
startling decorations and the intricate interlacing of the ogee 
arches at different heights, made all the more expressive by the 
rich contrast of colour tones, are truly eye-capturing. The same 
decorative motifs can also be found on the facade ensconced 
between the two towers, along the sides of the nave at the level 
of the windows, on the wall of the aisles and of the cloister as 
well as in other areas of the monumental complex, including 
the wall on the Eastern facade of the royal palace close to the 
apses. The intarsia decoration is given by thin, finely wrought 
tesserae and stone inlays. 
Intarsia decorations can be found frequently in buildings of 

the Norman period throughout Sicily and South Italy, especially 
in the Campania region. Other examples of this art can be 
found, in fact, in the Norman Palace of Salerno, in the Veniero 
palace of Sorrento and a particularly outstanding example is the 
Church of St Eustache at Pontone, near Amalfi, all the more im 
portant as it seems to have been the model for the monumental 
complex of Monreale. But, in the case of Monreale, this fine 
art can be said to have reached its apex as the greater surface 
area of the church has allowed the artist's vision and inspiration 
to fully bloom. Two main colours are at the base of these stone 
intarsia: on the one hand, the warm brownish hue of limestone 
and, on the other, the soft greyish-black hue of volcanic tuff. 
This chromatic theme is modulated throughout, as can be seen 
by the horizontal red brick and white plaster bandings. The 
compositions are in stratified bas-relief with projecting mould 
ings which enclose the intarsia-covered surfaces on the arches 
as well as the horizontal areas. Like a picture frame, the highly 
projecting cornice gives a definitely finishing touch to the 
whole structure. 
The workmanship of Islamic masters is clearly evident 

throughout, especially in the harmonious design and poly 
chrome elegance, features which are encountered in other parts 
of the monumental complex. Clearly, some similarity with the 
Cathedral of Palermo emerges, although the Islamic style is 
more marked there and no slender columns and cornices are 
featured, as the case in Monreale. 
The decorations are set on three levels in the central apse and 

on two in the side ones. As the arches move upwards, they grow 
taller and taller, while maintaining the same width. In the frame 
work of the upper levels, geometric patterns in bas-relief add a 
finishing ouch. The three windows opening up in the apses 
originally featured plaster gratings, a feature common to the 
other Norman buildings. An example taken from St John ofthe 
Hermits in Palermo can still be seen at the National Museum 
of that city. 









THE MOSAICS 
T he startling and dazzling scene which presents itself to 

the visitor upon entering the nave of the Cathedral 
through the main portal is as much an effect of the 

grandiose architecture with its spacy interior and harmonious in 
terplay of forms and volumes as of the breathtaking blazing colours 
of its mosaic-covered walls. The glorious golden expanses which 
stretch out along the walls, reaching even into every nook and 
cranny of the immense Cathedral, set out before the beholder's eyes 
scenes and stories taken from the Bible, communicating to even 
the simplest believer in a clearly and potently expressive pictorial 
language the fundamental creed of the Christian religion. At a first 
impact, it is difficult to distinguished whether the overall awe-in 
spiring effect is due more to the impressive architecture or to the 
lavish decoration, with its forceful chromatic effects. To the expe 
rienced traveller, the Palatine Chapel and the Cathedral of Cefalu 
immediately come to mind. But, whereas for the Palatine Chapel 
the first impression is one of an extraordinarily elaborate decoration 
compressed into a small space, and for Cefalu one is snuck by the 
majestic strength of the overall architecture daringly projecting up 
wards as if almost ready to take flight, in Monreale architectural 
and decorative elements harmoniously combine, each enhancing 
the effect of the other. The root and unifying principle behind both 
is however one of grandiose magnificence. One of the world's most 
extensive mosaic inlays, the golden and polychrome s~face covers 
an area of well nigh 8,000 square meters, reaching out and into 
every conceivable space available and even bringing together vast 
architectural expanses into unified whole with forms and volumes 
merging to become elements supporting this immense and elabo 
rate vision. 
This, then, is the heart and substance which makes Monreale a 

truly unique and outstanding masterpiece in the history of artistic 
achievements. So overpowering is the guiding principle which gov 
erns and inspires the whole, that all subsequent modifications have 
had to succumb to the basic inspiration. This feeling of being 
obliged to adapt any alteration to the overall plan of the monument 
emerges in the concept of adequacy and, by corollary, inadequacy 
as Trizzino calls it, which forces itself upon all those who have 

worked in the Cathedral in the course of centuries. 
The extent to which the architecture is ancillary to the mosaic 

scheme has emerged recently during restoration, when it has be 
come clear that the mosaic masters followed their own project and 
inspiration to the hilt. Windows were walled up, the sharp comers 
clearly and precisely marking off volumes and solids were covered 
over, being overlaid in some points by an up to 10 cm thickness of 
plaster, and rounded according to the requirements of the mosaic 
master, without any heed for the architectural elements. But the ul 
timate outcome is that monumental masterpiece which is Monreale, 
a Cathedral, as Trizzino points out, unrivalled by any other in West 
ern Christendom. 
Right from the start, the primacy of the mosaic scheme was clear 

in the mind of the builders and the architecture clearly depends on 
the mosaics to bring out its full effect. The lines and moulding 
which stretch out along the whole length of the church are clearly 
designed to cater for superimposed intarsia. The pulvins above the 
capitals of the nave form the base for the mosaic fascia. Another 
contour runs along the upper level of the transept at the base of the 
four great arches forming the presbytery, The mosaic decoration in 
the apse stretches straight up to the cornice which marks off the 
base of the majestic apse vault. Being these the only three plastic 
elements which stand out on the immense flat surface covered by 
the mosaics, they are all the more preeminent and it is therefore in 
this sense the effect of the architectural elements depends on mo 
saics set up. In fact, seen from the nave, they stretch out before the 
viewer like giant steps marking out an ascending diagonal line dar 
ingly reaching out and traversing the space separating the nave 
from the presbytery, attracting and leading the gaze ever upwards 
to the overwhelming figure of Christ Triumphant and All-Powerful 
in all His majesty and glory. In turn, of course, the main function 
of the plastic elements is to highlight the mosaic motifs, marking 
out the space these occupy and at the same time directing the gaze 
of the viewer immediately upon entering the church. 
As Kitzinger points out, the overall composition of the interior, 

the continuity of the lines running along the nave walls, which ef 
fortlessly lead the eye on and beyond, the contours of the arches 
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stretching out along the presbytery, cleverly designed in decreasing 
size, definitely reveal their ultimate purpose when one finally real 
izes the artfulness with which one's attention is drawn and concen 
trated on the great image of the apse. There can be no doubt, 
therefore, that this image was conceived by the same artist who de 
signed the interior architecture of the church. 
But, us Kitzinger reminds us, the figure of Christ All-Powerful 

can only be fully appreciated in the overall context of the interior 
architecture. The full meaning of this image, he writes, consists in 
the fact that not only is it not lost in the immense expanse of the 
interior of the church, but it stands out and dominates the scene. 
Unlike the figure of Christ at Cefalu, which appears detached 

from the surrounding context, the Pantocrator of Monreale is inti 
mately a part of the spaces and volumes in which it is placed, as if 
the spaces and volumes themselves were contained in the figure 
rather than vice versa. The figure of Christ at Cefalu is a much more 
spiritual rendition of the Pantocrator motif than the one in Mon 
reale, but although the latter is artistically less expressive and per 
haps less refined, it serves its purpose excellently, that of 
communicating a sense of regal majesty, authority and power. The 
ample gesture of His outstretched arms seems to embrace His entire 
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surroundings, and all the lines converge upon the supreme focal 
point of the interior structure, forming an immense architectural 
framework around the figure. 
But even if this image is overwhelming, we must not forget that 

it is the climax of much else which comes before, so that the overall 
harmonization of the architectural elements mosaic motifs cannot 
but all the more admired. It would be rash at this point to suppose 
that such a clearly conceived and purposefully carried out project 
was not guided by a single master scheme and that behind it all, 
overseeing and directing every instance of its realization, was the 
controlling presence of a master architect with a unifying aesthetic 
vision. The outcome can rightly be considered an ideal milestone 
in the development of Byzantine art, a veritable 'summa' of Siculo 
Norman religious art. Not, however, in the sense of it being an 
eclectic compendium of all possible artistic and architectural ele 
ments available at that time, but rather as a unified and organic con 
ception bringing together the quintessence of all that had been 
created by Sicilian culture up to that moment. 
The various scholars who, over these centuries, have dwelt on 

considerations as to the origins of this masterpiece of mosaic 
craftsmanship, have speculated on the possibility of the artist being 
Byzantine, fully versed in Western tradition and capable of per 
fectly interpreting and giving course to the sovereign's wishes and 
desires. But, of course, the full truth of who this genius was will 
never be perfectly known. Even if the nationality and the name of 
this master artist has been lost, his grandiose project remains and 
the Cathedral of Monreale can be still admired as a splendid ex 
ample bringing together into a harmonious whole the best and most 
diverse traditions of Western and Eastern, of Byzantine and Sicil 
ian, cultures. But beyond all this, Monreale should be admired, as 
Kitzinger observes, for being one of the most splendid, harmonious 
and dramatic settings dedicated to the celebration of religious cer 
emonies ever created in the Middle Ages. 

PERIOD OF THE MOSAICS 

I n recent years it has been sustained that he mosaics in the 
Cathedral of Monreale were not laid during the reign of 

• William II, but later. Such an assumption, however, is un 
warranted. Apart from any other consideration, historical docu 
ments clearly attest to the fact that the mosaics most definitely date 
back to the period of William II. 
If one considers the turbulent political situation in Sicily after 

William's death, which reflected itself negatively on the life of the 
Benedictine abbey, it is hardly likely that the peace and stability 
required for such an undertaking, let alone the considerable finan 
cial outlay, could be come by. 
A close examination of the mosaics had led many scholars to de 

tect similarities in the way the tesserae have been laid over the large 
mosaic surfaces. The assumption is that groups of craftsmen were 
working on the project simultaneously together, under the guidance 
and supervision of a single master artist. Although the craftsmen 
must have come from various shops using relatively different tech 
niques, they all shared a common underlying stylistic background 
and were obliged to follow the same set of guiding principles and 
formal iconographic criteria. 
Despite the fact of working together and being closely coordi 

nated, individual features can be clearly distinguished, but these 
are always kept under control so as not to divert from the overall 



trine played a fundamental role in deciding on the layout of the var 
ious themes and motifs. Nonetheless, the strictures imposed by the 
architectural elements or rather the need to make the architectural 
elements work as a framework to the mosaics, warrant the hypoth 
esis already expressed, that the work was not only overseen by a 
master architect, but also conceived and elaborated in a unified 
form by a single mind capable of interpreting the sovereign's gen 
eral plan. Even the fact that the work was carried out without any 
interruption, from beginning to end, in a relatively short time, tends 

unifying principles. The development and progression of subse 
quent generations of artists in their stylistic diversities which can 
be gleamed in the Palatine Chapel, for example, are not found in 
Monreale. 
What variations can be detected are more in the quality of the 

work than in its style. The figures depicting Saints in the transept, 
for example, are not as accurately well executed as the ones in the 
apse, even when the formal design is the same. In the more se 
cluded and less visible sections of the mosaics, the work seems to 
have been carried out hastily and less carefully, owing probably to 
the urgency placed on the craftsmen by the supervisor, who was 
obviously under pressure himself to get the work done as quickly 
as possible. But once again, significantly different styles are not 
detectable. Just as significantly, no distinguishing artist stands out 
from the score of craftsmen employed in the project. 
Throughout we can find figures with identical expressions, ges 

tures and poses, and even identical robes. Similar or even identical 
elements and motifs forming the background architecture and land 
scaping appear in the most diverse scenes. The repetitious elements 
which confer a certain degree of monotony of the mosaics of Mon 
reale, however, constitute also the reason for the overall sense of 
harmony and unity which we have already observed. The laying of 
the mosaics, therefore, must have been carried out in a brief lapse 
of time and completed not long after William II's death. The high 
degree of organization entailed by the team work, the high degree 
of standardization which emerge from the mosaics, are all indica 
tions that the decorations must have been fairly much 
completed upon the king's death. Of course, this does 
not mean that the craftsmen operated merely in repet 
itive and mechanical manner, but rather that they were ::'~I~~ 
following clear-cut iconographic models, common to this artistic 
medium and, it must be admitted, within the strict framework in 
which they were working, they nonetheless were able to apply a 
considerable degree of variety and flexibility. To start with the 
craftsmen worked on the basis of an iconographic guide, almost a 
manual, setting out the various narrative cycles and containing a 
series of pictorial formulae for the single motifs. The craftsman 
was allowed leeway with regards the expressive elements of the 
model, and it is this combination of stilted forms and lively varia- 
tions which confers that particular mixture of continuity and change 
upon medieval iconography in general. Even if, therefore, this form 
of art in the Middle Ages was most definitely conservative in out- 
look, we cannot say that it was static in performance. 
The actual laying technique used by the craftsmen in Monreale is 

not known yet. The most likely hypothesis that the tesserae were 
laid directly on the wall surface, with scaffolding erected right up 
to the ceiling. Before the tesserae were actually laid, the bare ma 
sonry was covered over by a thin layer of mortar, and on this the 
outline of the design was drawn. This was then subsequently filled 
in with greater details, which served as a guide for the mosaicists. 
The composition of the second layer of mortar, that upon which 

the tesserae were directly set, is still unknown to modern mosaicists 
and restorationists. Laid in small sections, it took some time to dry 
so that the craftsman could work at ease. The main concern of the 
mosaicists was the overall effect of the composition, so that both 
architectural and pictorial elements were constantly kept in mind 
throughout the whole process oflaying. It seems likely, therefore, 
that the preliminary drawings were made by a small team of artists, 
working over the whole surface to be inlaid with a view to the over 
all scheme of the design and its general effect. Bearing in mind the 
intense religious message conveyed by the representation, it is not 
far-fetched that a group of clerics well versed in theological doc- 
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to support this view. 
Although clearly inspired by the Palatine Chapel, Monreale shows 

the introduction of new elements and a much clearer awareness of 
the basic artistic tenants expressed in former. Stylistically speaking, 
the Byzantine influence emerges unequivocally, but, whatever the 
background, the traditional components take on a undoubtedly local 
flavour and character and the Byzantine models reach an unprece 
dented degree of perfection and refinement. 

THE MESSAGE OF THE MOSAICS 

I f, as we have said, the architecture is intended for the decora 
tion, the decoration, however, is not an end in itself. Its pur 
pose is that of conveying a message--a message of faith in 

Christ the Saviour, placed at the centre of the Universe and of the 
course of human events. It is difficult, ifnot impossible, to fully ap 
preciate and understand the intimate substance of this great monu 
ment without trying to penetrate the spirit and the faith of its creators 
and builders, as distant as this spirit and faith may seem to us today. 
From the brilliant pages of what can be considered a pictorial ren 
dition of the Holy Book, a prayer raises up to glorify and exalt the 
Eternal World revealed to human kind and which has come down 
amongst us as creator, savour and supreme judge. Through the mo 
saics we can read a response to human drama, and that response 
rests in the unflagging faith in God. 
As in the Palatine Chapel, the mosaics in the Cathedral of Mon 

reale depict first and foremost the history of the world according to 
the Bible, beginning from the Creation and terminating with the 
Apostles announcing the word of Christ and His church to the world. 
The focal point of the complex, located in the apse, is completely 

turned over to the representation of Christ All-Powerful amidst His 
Heavenly Court of angels, prophets and saints. The two parts of this 
scheme, the narrative cycle and the triumphant celebration, are co 
ordinated with the various structural elements forming the architec 
tural whole. 
Nothing is left to chance and all is rife with symbolic meaning, the 

intimate message of which more often than no defeats our attempts 
at trying to understand it. Although we live in an age where so much 
communication takes place by images, the culture of the Middle 
Ages was even more imbued with this medium of communication 
to an extent and to a degree of penetration which escapes us. 
Part of its intensity is explained by the fact that first and foremost 

the mosaic representation was aimed at the popular masses, very 
often illiterate, and it was meant to convey a profound and incisive 
message. 
The ideal place from which to start the cycle is on the arch leading 

into presbytery. The figure of the crowned woman richly adorned, 
to whom the archangels Michael and Gabriel pay homage, repre 
sents a fundamental concept leading us to a better understanding of 
the overall scheme: the Wisdom of God. 
The image is meant to awaken in the viewer biblical reminiscences, 

placed as it is at the beginning of the act of creation, which originates 
in and ensues from Divine Wisdom, and ultimately retums to it as 
well. It is the wisdom which God infuses into all acts of creation, it 
is the wisdom which guides kings and their temporal governments. 
Its importance to the overall scheme is central and it cannot be oth 
erwise if one considers that it is to Divine Wisdom that the Cathedral 
of Constantinople is dedicated. 
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• Overall Plan 
Going along the length of the church, one can distinguish three 

narrative cycles: 
1) As can be done today, the people of the Middle Ages beholding 

the mosaics on the walls of the nave could follow through the 
episodes and events forming the Old Testament. At the beginning, 
on the right-hand wall, the cycle starts with the scenes of the creation 
terminating at the end ofthe left-hand wall with the scene of Jacob 
struggling with the angel. On the inner face of the great arch span 
ning the entrance to the presbytery we can admire head and shoulder 
portraits of Christ ancestors: Obed, Jesse, David, Solomon and 
Roboham. This leads us into the special and religiously intense area 
of the church which depicts the life of Christ. David, the chief of 
the holy cantors, indicates the passage of the psalm which reads Ada 
rate Dominum in atria sancto eius, thus inviting all those who enter 
into this sacred area to prostrate themselves in adoration to the Holy 
of Holies. 

On the opposite side, Solomon stands out as an allegorical repre 
sentation of wisdom showing the passage from the book of Proverbs 
which reads Audi filii praecepta patris, thus inviting the faithful to 
follow with a pure and open heart the teachings bestowed by the lec 
tors and deacons from the raised pulpit above, already extant in 
1658. 
2) Scenes from the life of the Saviour are depicted on the inside of 

the presbytery beginning in his childhood and continuing, on the 
right-hand side, with episodes taken from his public life, and on the 
left-hand side, with the Passion through to the Pentecost. 
3) The third cycle centres on Christ Pantocrator surrounded by His 

Heavenly Court, the high point of the biblical poem, representing 
the accomplishment of the Law of Moses and the people of Israel 
and the beginning of the New Law. 
The figure of Christ All-Powerful is also the meeting point oftwo 

other cycles which integrate the main narration, coming up from the 
aisles and side apses. 

1) The scenes in the two aisles depict miracles and other episodes 
in the life of Christ. 
2) The mosaics in the two side apses are dedicated to the lives of 

Sts Peter and Paul. 
These, then, are the five main cycles. But minor cycles are also 

represented in other P31tS of the church. 



Let's now take a closer look at the main cycles which were partic 
ularly intended to impress and to convey their message to the mass 
of the faithful. 

I Cycle The Old Testament 
Right-hand side of the nave 
Upper level The Creation 

- Chaos is depicted as a monstrous face formed by wild lashing 
waves. The head and shoulder portrait of the Almighty Creator 
moves His arms in a sweeping gesture of creative power. In the 
overall sense of the scene, a hint is made at the mystery of the 
Holy Trinity. 

- The Creation of light is allegorically given by the seven angels 
which refer to the vision of St John in the Apocalypse. The book 
held by the Creator symbolises the law of the Almighty, upon 
which all creation depends. 

- The waters are divided to form the heavenly vault and the oceans. 
- The waters are separated to form dry land. 
- Lights are created in the heavenly vault. 
- Living creatures of all kind emerge from the waters to form rep- 

tiles, animals and birds. 
- Man is created in the image and likeness of God and infused with 

the spirit of life. 
- On the seven day, God rests. In this scene, God is no longer hol 

ding the book of creation as He beholds His work and sees that it 
is good. 

- God places Adam in the garden of Eden and commands him to 
obey His law and Adam promises his loyalty to the Almighty. 

- Adam rests in the garden of Eden. 
- God makes Adam fall into a deep sleep, and while he sleeps, crea- 

tes Eve from one of his ribs. 
- God brings Eve to Adam and Adam shows hisjoy and marvel for 

his companion. 
- The serpent tempts Eve, ensuring her that by eating the fruit they 

will not die, but become like the gods. 
- Eve lets herself be tempted by the serpent and picks the fruit, gi 

ving it also to Adam. The original sin has been committed and 
death has entered into the world as the subsequent scenes illus 
trate. 

- The Lord calls to Adam and asks him: Where are you? Who told 
you that you were naked? 

- God banished Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden and pla 
ces a cherub with a flaming sword to guard the entrance. 

- Adam begins to till the soil. Eve, downcast, is seen crying as she 
works at the spool. 

- Cain and Abel offer up sacrifices to God. A beam of light coming 
from above indicates God's pleasure at the sacrifices offered Him. 

- Abel is killed by his brother Cain. 
- The Lord says: Cain, Cain, the blood of your brother cries out to 

me from the ground. The small red figure with its hands stretched 
upwards represents the blood of Cain calling out to God. 

- Cain is struck to death by a dart launched by Lamec. 
The episode depicted here is taken from Jewish tradition. 

- God commands Noah to build a wooden ark. 

~ ~o: :n~'~ O~::d~~omm,"d 
- ~~ah leads the animals and birds into the ark. 

- Noah sends out from the ark a dove which returns with an olive 
branch. The raven in the background of the scene feasts on the 
flesh of the drowned corpses. 

- After the Great Flood has subsided, Noah leads the animals out 
of the ark. 

- The Lord speaks to Noah: I set my bow in the clouds and it shall 
be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth so that the 
waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all things of 
flesh. 

- Ham points out to his brothers their drunken father's nakedness. 
- The sons of Noah build a tower but Yahweh confuses their lan- 

guage and the place is thus called Babel. 
- Abraham greets the three angels and adores one. 
- Abraham ministers to the angels. Sarah is seen eavesdropping and 

showing surprise upon learning of the promise that she will bear 
children. 

- The Angels are seen heading toward's Sodom and stopping at the 
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house of Lot which is besieged by the Sodomites. 
- Sodom is destroyed by flames. Lot flees with his wife and daugh 

ters. Lot's wife is turned into a pillar salt. 
- The Lord orders Abraham to sacrifice his son. 
- The angel calls back Abraham's outstretched arm, which is about 

to strike Isaac. Nearby, the ram is ready to be sacrificed in Isaac's 
place. 

- Rebekah offers water to Abraham's servant and his camels. 
- Rebekah is seen walking with Abraham's servant towards the 

house ofIsaac. 
- Isaac summons his son Esau and says: Take your weapons and 

hunt me some game and bring it to me so that I might eat and give 
you my blessing before I die. Rebekah is seen listening while Isaac 
speaks to Esau. 

- Isaac blesses his son Jacob. 
- Rebekah says to her son Jacob to flee and take refuge with her 

brother in Haran. 
- Jacob has a dream in which he sees a ladder reaching up to heaven 

and angels going up it and coming down. Jacob awakes and sets 
up a stone altar, pouring oil over the top of it. 

- Jacob wrestles with the angel, who then blesses him saying: Your 
name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, which means as strong 
as God. 

II Cycle The Life of The Saviour 
The Transept Area - The Interior of the Presbytery 

- Zechariah is silenced by the vision of the angel Gabriel in the 
sanctuary. 

- Zechariah, struck dumb, comes out of the sanctuary and can only 
make signs to the people who are waiting for him. 

- The Annunciation. This scene is similar to the one depicted on the 
face of the arch preceding the apse vault. 

- The child leaps in Elizabeth womb as she hears Mary's greeting. 
Joseph remains speechless. 

- Four scenes depicting the birth of Jesus. 
- Having seen the star, the Magi come to Jerusalem to do Jesus 

homage. 
- The Magi offer Jesus gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 
- Herod commands that all the male children two years old or under 

be killed. 
- The massacre of the Innocents as ordered by Herod. 
- The child Jesus is presented in the temple. Simeon prophesizes 

that the child is destined for the fall and for the rising of many in 
Israel. 

- The angel of the Lord appears to Joseph in a dream and says: Get 
up, take the child and his mother with you, and escape into Egypt. 

- Jesus with His mother, Mary, and His father, Joseph, arrive in 
Egypt. 

- Jesus among the doctors of the Law. 
- The wedding at Cana. Water is turned into wine. 
- Jesus is baptised. The Holy Spirit descends on Him in bodily 

shape, like a dove. 

• Right-Hand Side 
- Temptation in the wilderness: I i' you are the Son of God, tell these 

stones to turn into loaves. 
- Temptation in the wilderness: If you are the Son of God, throw 

yourself down. 
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- Temptation in the wilderness: I will give you all these, if you fall 
at my feet and worship me. Then the devil left him, and angels 
appeared and looked after him. 

- At the Pool of Bethzatha, Jesus says to the sick man: Get up pick 
your sleeping-mat and walk. 

- Jesus spits on the ground, makes a paste with the spittle and puts 
this over the eyes of the man born blind and cures him. 

- Jesus, sitting by the well, speak to the Samaritan. 
- The transfiguration of Jesus. 
- The resurrection of Lazarus. 
- As Jesus had commanded, the disciples bring down a tethered 

donkey and her colt from the village (represented by a castle in 
the scene). 

- The palm branches. 
- The Last Supper. 
- The institution of the Eucharist. 
- The Garden of Gethsemane: Why are you asleep? Get up and pray 

not to be put to the test. 
- Judas betrays Jesus. 
- Jesus is taken before Pilate. 

• Left-Hand Side 
- The way to Calvary. 
- The Crucifixion. 
- Jesus of Nazareth, king of the Jews. 
- The burial 
- Christ's Resurrection 
- The angel speaks to the women at the empty tomb: You m 

and tell His disciples and Peter that He has risen, He is not ere. 
- Jesus appears to Mary of Magdala and says to her: Do not ling 



to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. 
- On the road of Emmaus: What matters are you discussing as you 

walk along? 
- In the inn of the road to Emmaus: They recognised Him at the 

breaking of bread. 
- The travellers on the road to Emmaus exclaim: Did not our hearts 

burn within us as He talked to us? 
- Upon entering Jerusalem, the two disciples meet the Eleven who 

say: Jesus has risen and has appeared to Simon. 
- Jesus speaks to the incredulous Thomas: Put your finger here, put 

your into my side. 
- Peter at sea while the apostles draw in the net full of fish. 
- The Ascension. 
- The Pentecost. 

III Cycle 
The Pantocrator and His Heavenly Court 

T he Pantocrator, or Almighty, which we have described 
elsewhere, is seen surrounded by the most important 
members of his heavenly court. Flanking the Pantocrator, 

we can see the archangels Michael and Gabriel in dalmatic robes 
and mantle (the garments worn by deacons, cardinals, bishops and 
abbots), and Raphael and Uriel wearing also, on top of the dalmatic 
robes, a stole. The garments themselves symbolise the divine min 
istry exercised by the attending angels. Above, we can see two 
seraphims as seen by Isaiah and described in the Bible. Each 
seraphim bears six wings, two with which to cover the face in sign 
of reverence towards the divinity, two to cover the feet in sign of 
adoration towards humanity, and with which to respond quickly to 
the divine call. The edges of the wings are covered with eyes sym 
bolising their vigilance in the fulfilment of the divine service. Next 
to seraphims, the two cherubims depicted are those seen by John in 
the Apocalypse and described by Ezechiel. As with all the other fig 
ures, these too are rich with symbolic meaning. The inscription set 
on a gold background on the wall refers to the Kadosch, the most 
glorious and universal song in the Bible sung by the seraphims and 
heard by Isaiah in his vision of the Temple upon being consecrated 
prophet and which has come down to us and is still the high point 
of the liturgy. The verse which can be read here, Sanctus, sanctus, 
sanctus Dominus Deus Sabaoth, places all the heavens under the 
divine glory and announce the glory of God. 
The medallion at the centre of the extrados of the sanctuary holds 

a symbolic throne upon which the tunic of Christ is laid, featuring 
also the Cross bearing the crown of thorns. At the sides, we can see 
the spear and stick and sponge, all motifs associated with the Pas 
sion of Christ. The vessel on the seat of the throne itself is either 
the jar of vinegar offered to Jesus on the cross or the chalice given 
to him by the angel in Gethsemane. The four nails emerging from 
the vessel are those with which Jesus was crucified, and on the 
throne in centre the dove symbolizes the spirit of the Lord which 
protects all things. Next to the medallion, the inscription which 
reads Hetoimasia, meaning the foundation, is a recurring icono 
graphic symbol appearing in Byzantine art and represents the pres 
ence of God Almighty awaiting the last judgement. 
Close by, on the side arches of the solea, twelve prophets of the 

Old Testament are depicted. These prophets are those most closely 
associated with the Annunciation of the Incarnation of Christ and 
are shown holding their prophecies in their hands. The figures are 

particularly expressive and seem to be conversing amongst them 
selves, while turning towards the assembly of the faithful to invite 
them to read the open books held in their hands. Beginning from 
the right we can see Jacob, Zechariah, Malachi, Jonah, Ezekiel, and 
Moses; on the left, Isaiah, Abacuc, Jeremiah, Amos, Abdias and 
Joel. 
At the end of the prophetic cycle the scene changes all that has 

been foretold now comes about. In the first scene of this cycle we 
can see the salutation ofthe Virgin Mary. Heaven itself bends over, 
with the hand of God Almighty directing a beam along which the 
Holy Spirit, in the form of a dove, descends upon Mary. The beam 
is seen touching the forehead of the Blessed Virgin and not her 
heart. This is meant to signify that the Immaculate Conception by 
the Holy Spirit and the Virgin's total and unresisting compliance 
with God's will come about simultaneously. Mary is standing on the 
right-hand side, in a position of honour. The angel is set at a distance 
in the act of rendering homage to the Blessed Virgin. The mother 
of God, all pure, as the inscription reads, is shown enthroned in all 
Her glory and majesty, at the centre of the scene. As the church is 
dedicated to the Mother of God, this figure would have normally 
been set in the place currently occupied by the Pantocrator. The fig 
ure of God Almighty, in fact, was meant to occupy a dome, which 
was never built. The only figures seated are Christ and the Mother 
of God, a privilege which is not bestowed upon the others, which 
are seen standing in sign of reverence to the holy place. The mother 
of God holds up in her right hand the blessing Child and in her left 
hand a mapula or white drape similar to the one held by the em 
peror to direct the circus games. This is meant to indicate that the 
prayers of the faithful are led by the Mother of God and the white 
colour of the drape symbolises her purity. 
The Word made flesh expressed by the image of the Pantocrator 

and held by the Mother of God pays homage to her motherhood. 
The archangels Michael and Gabriel in diaconal paraments on the 

sides, facing the Holy Child, hold up the Host in one hand and in 
the other a staff or sceptre, which is a symbol of power. According 
to some interpretations, the globe held by the archangels is thought 

29 



to represent the world rather than the Host in the gesture of offering 
it to the Lord. After archangels come to the apostles. Peter is seen 
holding the keys of heaven and hearth and the cross; Paul, the apos 
tle of the peoples, is shown on the opposite side. Jacob the Minor, 
first bishop of Jerusalem, is depicted next to Peter, while next to Paul 
we can see Andrew, the first apostle to follow Christ. Around the 
sides, facing the assembly, we can see the evangelists John and 
Matthew followed by the other two evangelists Mark and Luke. On 
the right-hand side of Luke the figure represents Bartholomew, and 
on the opposite side Thomas, the apostle who spread the word of 
God to India. Phi lips seen in front of Simon, the author of an apos 
tolic letter. Of the twelve figures represented, only nine are the apos 
tles chosen personally by Jesus plus Paul and the two evangelists. 
James the Major, Judas Iscariot and Matthias are not represented. 
This layout follows the schemes used in the Eastern church. 
The figures on the lower level represent illustrious churchmen. 

Arranged symmetrically, the figures depicted are Pope Clement, the 
disciple of Peter and Silvester, the Pope of the Council of Nicea; 
Peter, the patriarch of Alexandria, famous for the strength of his doc 
trine, and Thomas Beckett, Benedictine monk and archbishop of 
Canterbury, who was assassinated in his cathedral. He was canon 
ized three years after his death by Alexander III in 1173, while the 
construction of the Cathedral of Monreale was still underway. The 
saintly archbishop had been logger-heads with the king of England, 
Henry II over the freedom of the church, In 1177, Henry's daughter, 
Joan, was to many William II. The political overtones in the decision 
to honour this English bishop in such a spectacular fashion are 
clearly evident. 
The cycle then continues with other figures arranged symmetri 

cally. Stephen, the first deacon, is represented next to Lawrence, 
another deacon, whose martyrdom has always struck popular imag 
ination. The deacons are placed before the bishops and immediately 
above the altar as this order of clergy is particularly responsible for 
the altar service. Next come two bishops famous in the Middle Ages 
for their healing powers, Martin of Tours, venerated in France, and 
Nicholas of Bari, venerated in Apulia, but originally coming from 
the Orient. These are followed by French saint, Ilary of Poi tiers, op 
posite to St Blaise, of Greek origin. After ten figures representing 
priestly orders, come to monks. These include Anthony ofThebaid, 
venerated both in the Eastern and in the Western church, Benedict 
of Norcia, patriarch of Western monasticism and founder of the re 
ligious order in whose care the Cathedral of Monreale was held. 
The only two female saints represented here are Agatha, the Sicil 

ian martyr, and Mary Magdalene, the repented sinner. St Agatha 
comes before Mary Magdalene as she is the martyr. The two figures 
on the external surfaces of the arches of the sanctuary represent two 
pillar saints symbolising repentance: Simon, who lived perched on 
top of a pillar for 47 years, and his disciple Daniel, who followed 
his example. 
The scene of the second coming is represented at the centre of the 

main arch of the apse by the head and shoulder figure of Christ as a 
young man dressed in gold bordered tunic and violet coloured man 
tle with golden threads. He is shown in the gesture of blessing and 
holding a book in his left hand. The inscription in Greek on the book 
reads: Emanuel, God with us, all-powerful and omnipotent. This is 
the symbol of Christ triumphant over death and supreme judge at 
the end of time. At His sides, we can see eight prophets holding in 
their hands work referring to the last judgement. On the right, we 
have David, Elijah, Daniel and Nathan, while on the left we can see 
Solomon, Gideon and Elisha. In front of the Pantocrator, on the in 
side eastern face of the arch of the solea, appears the Mandylion, the 
holy image of Christ's face impressed on the veil offered by Veronica 
to the Saviour on the way to Calvary. This holy veil was the most 
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important reliquary venerated in Constantinople. The holy image of 
the face of the Saviour is also adored by the two angles who, in 
turn hold another piece of cloth symbolising the glorification of 
Christ through the humiliation suffered by his Passion and death. 

THE MINOR CYCLES 
• The Right-hand Aisle (beginning at the arch next to the 
presbytery) 

Miracles of Jesus: 
- Woman, you have great faith. Let your wish be granted. And from 

that moment her daughter was well again. 
- Jesus cures a dumb demoniac. Devil is cast out and the dumb man 

speaks. 
- A leper speaks to Jesus: Sir; if you want to, you can cure me. 
- On the Sabbath day, Jesus cures a man with a withered hand. 
- Jesus walks on the water and saves Peter from drowning. 
- The son of the widow ofNain restored to life. 
- A woman, who had suffered from a haemorrhage for twelve years, 

touches the of Jesus's cloak, and is cured. 
- Jesus raises to life the daughter of Jairus, one of the Synagogue 

officials. 
- Jesus cures Simon's mother-in law from fever at Simon's house. 
- First miracle of the loaves. The crowd numbering five loaves and 

two fish. Twelve basketfuls of scraps of bread and pieces of fish 
are collected. 



-The Left-Hand Aisle 

- Jesus cures a woman bent double and unable to stand upright for 
eighteen years. The synagogue official is indignant because Jesus 
has healed on the Sabbath. 

- Jesus heals a dropsical man at the house of one of the leading 
Pharisees on a Sabbath day. 

- As Jesus enters a village, ten lepers come to meet him. Upon see 
ing them, Jesus says: Go and show yourselves to the priests. As 
they are going away they are cleansed. 

- Jesus cure two blind men who follow Him shouting: Take pity on 
us. Son of David. 

- Jesus drives the sheep and ox dealers out of the Temple and upsets 
the tables ofthe money changers. 

- To put Jesus to the test, the scribes and Pharisees bring along a 
woman who had been caught committing adultery. 

- A paralytic on a stretcher is lowered from the roof before Jesus, 
who cures him. 

- Jesus cures blind and crippled men. 
- Mary of Magdala anoints the feet of Jesus, cleansing the with her 

tears and wiping them with her hair. 
- Jesus, my paralytic son is lying on his bed in suffering. 

SIDE APSES 
- Right-wing Apse (diaconicon) 

The cycles of Sts Peter and Paul. 
Apse vault St Peter, sitting on a throne, raises his right hand on the 
gathering. 
- The Angel commands Peter to get up and leave the prison. 
- Once feed, Peter safely reaches his refuge. 
- Upon entering the Temple with John, Peter heals a cripple sitting 

at the entrance. 
- Peter cures a paralytic saying to him: Aeneas, Jesus Christ cures 

you. 
- At Jaffa, Peter raises a woman called Tabitha to life saying to her: 

Tabitha, stand up. 
- Paul visits Rome and makes peace with Peter. 
- Peter and Paul in Rome dispute with Simon the magician before 

the emperor Nero. 
By order of Peter and following Paul's oration, Simon the magi 
cian falls to the ground. 

- The Crucifixion of Peter. 

- Left-wing Apse (prothesis) 
. In the apse vault: St Paul enthroned. 
- Saul, before the high priests, requests letters presenting him to 

the synagogue in Damascus and authorising him to arrest and 
take to Jerusalem any followers of the Way, men and women, 
that he could find. 

- While Saul is travelling to Damascus, there comes a light from 
heaven all around him and a voice says to him: Saul, Saul, why 
are you persecuting me? Saul, blind, is led into damascus by 
the hand. 

- Ananias says to Saul: Brother Saul, I have been sent by the Lord 
Jesus who appeared to you on your way here so that you may 
recover your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit. 

- Saul is baptised by Ananias. 
- Saul throws the Jewish colony at Damascus into complete con- 

fusion by the way he demonstrates that Jesus is the Christ. 
- The disciples let Saul down from the top of the wall, lowering 

him in a basket. 
Paul delivers the letters to his disciples Timothy and Silas so 
that they may preach the word of the Lord to the world. 
Paul is beheaded. 

THE MINOR CYCLES 

A frieze formed by 48 medallions, each of which shows a 
bust of an angel, runs along the nave above the double fas 
cia depicting scenes from the Old Testament. A series of 

three scenes depicting the life of three south Italian saints, St Cas 
trense, patron saint of Monreale, St Cassius and St Castus, can be 
seen on the wall of the main portal. A frieze bearing figures of angels 
surrounding a head and shoulder representation of the Virgin is found 
on the lunette above the entrance portal. 
Various figures of saints can be found throughout the church, 

Medallions bearing head and shoulder representations of martyrs can 
be seen on the inside surfaces of the arches ofthe nave. Other medal 
lions depicting holy women are set on the inside walls of the aisles. 
Full-figure representations of saints can be found in the transept. Par 
ticularly highlighted are the figures depicting warrior saints; the pri 
mary position they occupy in overall mosaic scheme attests to their 
role as patrons and protectors. As can be seen, no space has been left 
empty. On the surface of the two columns ofthe arch which separates 
the solea from the transept we find two dedicatory panels depicting 
William II. The first figure of the king is set above the royal throne. 
The king is seen receiving the royal crown from Christ enthroned. 
The second figure, opposite, shows the king dedicating the church of 
the Virgin. The overall iconographic scheme underlying the mosaic 
work is formally and logically compelling in the sense that it is meant 
to convey a clear-cut message of regal power and authority both in 
secular and ecclesiastical matters. In spite of this rigour, however, the 
overall impression conveyed is all but monotonous or pedantically 
didactic. The viewer is in fact struck by a feeling of supreme order 
and perfect symmetry bestowing a sense of peace and restfulness. Al 
beit outstanding in its own right, each element and motif merges with 
great formal and stylistic fluidity into the overall scheme, conveying 
a sense of extraordinary unity. 

Blessed be the Master who erected it and the emperor who had it 
erected. Its wealth cannot be described or told. No amount of gold, 
of silver or money can be set as its worth. Mary, Queen of Heaven, 
said, 'Maya throne be made forme!' and angels were sent out to 
erect the Mother of churches and in their flight came to rest in Mon 
rea le. 

Excerptfrom a local folk song 
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JESUS CHRIST THE PANTOCRATOR 

T he overwhelming image of Christ Pantocrator (the All-Power 
ful) is the meeting point between the Old and New Testament 
cycles and the architectural focal point and decorative centre of 

the Cathedral dominated as it is by the grandiose apse vault. 
The size of the image is truly impressive. The head, including the beard, 

measures up to 3 metres; the right hand 1.80 metres, and the total height 
reaches 7 meters. The whole image spans across 13.30 metres. The figure 
is wrapped up in rich and winding robes and its head is circled by a radiant 
golden halo forming a cross. Its right hand is elevated in the gesture of 
blessing according to the Greek manner. The left hand holds an open 
gospel. The Greek and Latin inscription reads, I am the light of the world. 
He who follows shall not walk in the darkness. The faithful have always 
venerated this figure with a sense of profound awe and reverence, calling 
it, even if incorrectly by understandably given its immense size, The Eter 
nal Father of Monreale. Of all the representations of the Pantocrator, the 
one ofMonreale is probably the most universally renowned and truly un 
forgettable. Its long face, its large sand penetrating eyes, its slightly arched 
nose, its expression, half way suspended between a smile and a frown 
which can be gleamed from its lifted eye-brows, are all features which 
truly impress themselves upon the imagination. The hair, divided in the 
middle, is combed back and falls along the temples down to the shoulders, 
leaving the two ears partially uncovered. The beard is short and divided 
in the middle of the chin. 
The image of Christ as a grown man is depicted 67 times throughout the 

mosaics. The images in these depictions are all very similar both in the 
lines of the face and in the design of the hair. The garments and the 
footwear are also similar. But in Christ Pantocrator the figure reaches its 
maximum splendour and expressive power. What is made to emerge is the 
human nature of Christ and his Passion, which is symbolically represented 
by the cross in the radiant halo around His head. 
Christ's mission towards humanity is expressed in the words on the open 

Gospel and, finally, his divinity is attested by the title of All-Powerful 
given to this representation. His penetrating gaze reaches every comer of 
the immense cathedral and remains indelibly impressed on the minds of 
the viewers. 

What is most forcefully impressive in these Sicilian monuments is their 
decorative art which immediately captures the eye's attention more than 
the architecture. The harmony of the lines and proportions is but a support 
to the harmonious blending of the tonalities. When one enters our Gothic 
cathedral, the feeling is one of severity, almost of gravity. Undoubtedly, 
their greatness is over-powering, their majesty overwhelming, but they are 
incapable of seducing us. Here, instead, one is left completely enthralled, 
shaken, deep-down by something that is almost sensual in its intensity, 
which is enhanced all the more by the warmth combing with the beauty of 
theforms. 

Guy de Maupassant, La vie errante (1890) 
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Flight of arches (Right-hand side of the nave) 

The interior architecture of this temple, clearly reminiscent of 
Saracen traditions and of late Greek architectural styles, is ex 
tremely stately and highly impressive. Allis grandeur, all is majesty, 
no less the lighting. 

Dominique Vivant de Non (late 18th century) 
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GOD SAID, "LET THERE BE A VAULT IN THE 
WATERS TO DIVIDE THE WATERS IN TWO" 
The Creator, dressed in a sumptuous robe, is shown sitting on a 

globe. The halo does not yet enclose the symbol of the Cross as in 
all Old Testament representations the word of the Lord has not yet 
been made flesh to redeem the world. The figure is seen holding 
the scroll of the Law, an allegory representing the laws of nature 
being dictated to the universal order of creation. The act of creation 
itself is represented by the gesture of the right hand. According to 
the Genesis, God orders a vault be created in the waters in two, thus 
dividing the waters above the vault from those below and the vault 
he called the sky. As the dry land is encompassed within the vault, 
it too is part of the sky. God's act of creation extends throughout 
the universe and Almighty creates from nothing. 





GOD CALLED LIGHT 'DAY' AND DARKNESS 
HE CALLED 'NIGHT' 

The scene shows God seatt;,d as in other scenes of the Creation. 
The meaning of this is that the act of creation directly ensues from 
the will of God and is not the outcome of any ostensible effort on 
his behalf. Unformed and chaotic matter lies at His feet and the 
globe upon which He is seated indicates His dominion over all 
things. In front of God, the Angels are represented in the act of 
adoration. God represented in human likeness, thus reveals to the 
angels the aspect He would one day assume through the Incarna 
tion of the Lord. The angels express their submission to the will of 
God. Their purely spiritual nature is represented by their wings and 
the golden haloes around their heads represent their glory. The rays 
similar to flames which surround the angels are an allegory of light 
and indicate that the celestial beings are created together with the 
light. The form of the rays is also an allegory of divine love. 
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LET THE WATERS UNDER HEAVEN COME 
TOGETHER INTO A SINGLE MASS, AND LET 
DRY LAND APPEAR 

Dry land is created from the formless mass seen at the feet of the 
Creator in the previous scene, who is represented in the same fash 
ion. The waters, gathered all in one place, are named by God 'sea' 
and dry mass 'land'. Upon God's trees. The mosaic artists strictly 
keep themselves to the biblical narrative. The scene, in fact, rep 
resents the third day of the creation. 





A ROMAN CAPITAL 

The motif of a human head and shoulder representation amidst acan 
thus leaves appears for the first time in capitals during the Greek pe 
riod of classical art, when decorative elements became particularly 
luxuriant in style and ornamental detail. The original Corynthian cap 
ital adorned with a rich array offoliage was to lend itself to subsequent 
elaboration and additions. According to some scholars, these capitals 
of the cathedral of Monreale come from a Roman basilica extant in 
the area. In fact, finely ornamented polychrome mosaics have been 
found near the Norman royal palace in Victoria Square in Palermo. 
The medallions in the capitals, depicting Ceres and Proserpina, stand 
out like cameos. The heads emerge from the shoulders, the expression 
being gentle and full of pathos, and the classical forms softly carved. 
The crowned figure is that ofa beautiful, mature woman of noble lin 
eage. The slender foliage, the soft acanthus leaves, the refined carving 
of the rich horns of plenty overflowing with fruits and the finely 
wrought medallions, all confer a sense of extreme levity. The pulvins, 
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with their brilliant mosaics, a product of both pagan and Christian art, 
bear the sign of the Cross indicating the consecration of the church. 

GOD SAID, 'LET THERE BE LIGHTS IN THE 
VAULT OF HEAVEN' 
After having left the terrestrial sphere, the Creator is seen in the vault 

of heaven, in the gesture of forming with his very hands the celestial 
spheres, including the sun, the moon and the stars. With these, He cre 
ates day and night, and the seasons. Light thus descends upon the 
world. Once again, the mosaic artists have followed the biblical nar 
rative as light was created not on the first day of creation, but after the 
celestial spheres had been put into place in the celestial vault. The feet 
of the Lord are clearly suspended in the void as all unformed matter 
has already been given its due form. 







THE CEILING 

The wood panelled ceiling in place of the vault does not in any way lessen 
the monumental impact of the interior of the Cathedral. The basilica-like plan 
of the Cathedral in itself already excludes vaulting above the large area covered 
by the wooden ceiling. As is more thoroughly discussed in the text, the variety 
of ceiling design found in medieval church architecture was meant to highlight 
the relative importance of the various parts of the church structure from the 
more simple to the more complex and elaborate, usually around the high altar. 
This is fully borne out in Monreale, where we see a progressive importance 
of the ceilings as we move along the nave towards the eastern end of the 
church, which corresponds to the sanctuary. The high point of the ceiling dec 
oration is reached in the central part of the transept, where the ceiling bears 
highly elaborate gilded stalactite-like ornamentation motifs, clearly influenced 
by Islamic traditions. The Normans amply employed this motif during their 
domination, as can be seen in the Palatine Chapel, in Zisa and Cuba in 
Palermo. The ceilings have always been the restorers' nightmare as they are 
the part of the church most subject to deterioration. The ceiling which we can 
currently admire are the result of restoration carried out after the fire of 1811. 
lt is difficult to ascertain whether what we see today corresponds perfectly to 
the original design. The result is certainly consonant with the period, but we 
do not in fact know whether the restorers completed the decoration originally 
intended for the ceiling but perhaps left unfinished at the time of the church's 
initial construction. Be it as it may, the overall effect fully harmonizes with 
the mosaic decorations. Recent restoration was undertaken to protect the ceil 
ing against termite invasion which had already reached considerable propor 
tions. 
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GOD SAID, 'LET US MAKE MAN IN OUR OWN IMAGE, 
IN THE LIKENESS OF OURSELVES'. THEN HE 
BREATHED INTO HIS NOSTRILS A BREATH OF LIFE, 
AND THUS MAN BECAME A LIVING BEING 

The scene is a very complex and meaningful portrayal of God's creation 
of man. God is first seen creating the animals of the land and the wild 
beasts, which are shown in the background looking towards the Almighty 
Creator. The expressive features which clearly emerge are significantly 
more intense than those appearing on the fish and birds, indicating that 
these creatures are of a higher order and more intelligent. The final and 
supreme act of creation, however, is the creation of man, which God fash 
ions out of dust from the soil. The act of creation itself is once again shown 
without God actually making any physical effort. The figure of the 
Almighty is seen, in fact, commanding the dust to take shape with a ges 
ture of His right hand and the beam from His mouth portrays the breath 
of life. The mosaic inscription is taken from the Genesis and in Christian 
interpretation is believed to refer to the Trinity of God. 
Moreover, the ray linking God to man represents the creation of man in 

the image of God as is stated in the biblical text. Although the animals 
are seen gazing at God, God's attention is totally dedicated to the creation 
of man as the primary motif of the scene, which is therefore placed in the 
foreground. The colour of Adam's flesh reminds us that man was made of 
dust. 







GOD RESTED ON THE SEVENTH DAY AFTER ALL 
THE WORK HE HAD BEEN DOING 

After having completed all his work of creation, God rested on 
the seventh day. Significantly, the figure is seen no longer holding 
the scroll of the law on the basis of which God created all things. 
The arms are seen lying at the rest at His side, no longer out 
stretched in the gesture of creation. The garden surrounding Him 
is that of Eden and the facial features seem to express God's con 
tented contemplation at His Creation. The biblical text recites, in 
fact, God sawall he had made, and indeed it was very good. 

GOD SETTLED ADAM IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN 

The set of scenes in this series complete the events of the sixth 
day of creation. God is seen holding Adam by the wrist and leading 
into the garden of Eden. The scene takes place under a tree which 
stands out from the rest for decorative embellishments and for being 
loaded with fruit. It has been contented by some that the tree repre 
sents a fig tree but it is more likely the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil. This interpretation is also supported by the gesture 
of God's left hand which seems to be pointing to the tree as if com 
manding Adam not to eat of its fruits. Moreover, the gesture of 
Adam's right hand placed over his heart seems to be that of a 
pledge that he will not eat the fruits of the tree. 
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AND THE LORD CAUSED A 
DEEP SLEEP TO FALL UPON 
ADAM, AND HE SLEPT: AND 
HE TOOK ONE OF HIS RIBS ... 

And the Lord God said, It is not good 
than the man should be alone; I will 
make him and help meet for him. And out 
of the ground the Lord God formed every 
beast of the field, and every fowl of the 
air; and brought them unto Adam to see 
what he would call them: and whatsoever 
Adam called every living creature, that 
was the name thereof And Adam gave 
names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the 
air, and to every beast of the field; but for 
Adam there was not found an help meet 
for him. And the Lord God caused a deep 
sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and 
he took one of his ribs, and closed up the 
flesh instead thereof; And the rib, which 
the Lord God had taken from man, made 
he a woman, and brought her unto the 
man. And Adam said, This is now bone of 
my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she 
shall be called Woman, because she was 
taken out of Malt. 
Therefore shall a man leave his father 

and his mother; and shall cleave unto his 
wife: and they shall be one flesh. 
And they were both naked, the man and 

his wife, and were not ashamed. 

Genesis 2: 18-25 

As God is once again seen in the act 
of creation, the scene depicts Him 
holding the scroll of the law. The 
woman is seen emerging from Adam's 
side, almost throwing herself in a ges 
ture of love and gratitude towards her 
creator, who bears a smile of paternal 
affection at His creatures. 
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ADAM RESTS IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN 

Adam is the first man and all of creation is at his feet and the 
garden of Eden yields to him its fruits. The scene represents the 
moment of greatest human happiness, the memory of which is 
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recorded in many ancient myths. The fruit he is seen picking is 
not yet the forbidden fruit as he is still obeying God's command. 



GOD BRINGS EVE TO ADAM 

God brings Eve to Adam leading her by hand. The expression of 
Adam is one ofthe extreme surprise at seeing a creature so like him 
self who has come to take away his feeling ofloneliness, even though 
he had been so master of the garden of Eden. The man exclaims: 
This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh. 

(Genesis, 2-23). 
God's work of creation is thus complete. 
As in the scene in which Adam is led into the garden of Eden, the 

figure of God is not holding the scroll of the law because the event 
depicted does not entail any act of command and creation. 
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'NO! YOU WILL NOT DIE! GOD KNOWS IN FACT THAT ON 
THE DAY YOU EAT IT YOUR EYES WILL BE OPENED AND 
YOU WILL BE LIKE GODS, KNOWING GOOD AND EVIL' 

The first scene on the left wall shows Eve who, left alone, soon 
betrays her weakness. This is the first scene depicting the Fall. To 
gether with the original sin, death comes into the world. Signifi 
cantly, the mosaic artists have placed all the scenes of the creation 
on the right wall, while those dealing with sin and death are all on 
the left wall. Even is clearly fascinated by the serpent, as can be 
seen by the fact that her gaze is directly fixed on that of the ser 
pent, enticingly entwined around the trunk of the tree bearing the 
forbidden fruits. Her hand is outstretched in sign of acceptance of 
the serpent's offer. 
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THE WOMAN TAKES SOME OF ITS FRUIT AND EATS IT. SHE 
GIVES SOME ALSO TO HER HUSBAND WHO IS WITH HER, 
AND HE EATS IT 

Eve, having succumbed to the temptation of the serpent and picked the forbidden 
fruit, eats it and gives some to Adam, who is seen taking it with his left arm out 
stretched. The hands of the two figures touching each other over the serpent indicate 
that each is equally responsible for having broken God's commandment. The serpent 
is seen directing its gaze to Eve, whose gaze continues to be mesmerized by that of 
the serpent. The expression of both Adam and Eve, however, clearly betrays signs 
of uneasiness, forlornness and remorse for their action. ~ 
In the next scene, God appears to the parents of mankind, who shamefully cover 

their nakedness with fig leaves (see figure on page 52). 
God bears an expression of extreme severity and is significantly holding the scroll 

of the law. Who told you thee that thou wast naked? God asks Adam. Adam looks 
at the face of God and, with a gesture of his right hand, indicates Eve, putting the 
blame on her. In turn, Eve, downcast, fixes her gaze on the serpent, which is now 
creeping in the grass, as if to put the blame on it. Even the forbidden tree has lost its 
brilliant splendour, thus indicating that the wrath of God has struck all living things. 









GOD BANISHES THE MAN, AND IN FRONT OF THE 
GARDEN OF EDEN HE POSTS THE CHERUBS, AND THE 
FLAME OF A FLASHING SWORD, TO GUARD THE WAY 
TO THE TREE OF LIFE 

The angel of the Lord banishes Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden. 
The angel is seen actually pushing them out as the two sinners, dressed 
in short skin tunics, a symbol of sin, mournfully look back over their 
shoulders. To the left, a fortified tower with battlements indicates that the 
garden of Eden is now no longer accessible. A read-flaming cherub, bran 
dishing a flashing sword, guards to gateway. Actually, only the hilt of the 
sword can be seen, as the blade was regretfully omitted by the restores 
who worked on the mosaics after the fire of 1811. 
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ADAM STARTS TILLING THE SOIL 

For the very first time, Adam and Eve are called with their proper names 
as testified in the inscriptions. This is because it is only after the banishment 
that Eve, which means the mother of all those who live, bears children. The 
man is here called Adam, which means red-soil--a reminder of God's pun 
ishment: For dust you are and to dust you shall return. (Genesis, 3-19) 
Eve seated, is shown with an extremely forlorn expression, resting her 

weeping head on her hand. Her eyes are clearly swollen with tears. Her head 
leans forward, almost as if counting the blows of her husband's hoe striking 
the clods. Adam is bent forward with fatigue. The spool of wool held by 
Eve symbolises that Eve has also been condemned to toil and fatigue. 



CAIN AND ABEL 
OFFER SACRIFICES TO GOD 

Theologically, this scene is extremely important. It in fact anticipates, in 
the Christian reading of the Bible, the sacrifice ofChrist. Abel, which means 
breath O/SOIl, symbolises faith. Abel is seen offering-a lamb, the first-born 
of his flock, to God, by burning it over the altar. The beam descending from 
the hand of God indicates that He is pleased with the/offering and the fire 
under the altar indicates that the sacrifice is consumed totally. Cain, which 
means blacksmith or he who posses, symbolises pride. His offer of fruit to 
God does not receive from God a sign of acceptance, indicating that the sac 
rifice is not so total and complete as that of Abel. It is in this sense, therefore, 
that the sacrifice of Abel can be seen as portending that of the Son of God, 
which is just as total and complete. The beam, it should be remembered, 

also appears in the scene of the creation of man and in that of the Annunci 
ation. It is a symbol used by the mosaics artists to indicate the link between 
God and man. 
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Cain, reproached by God for bis half-hearted offering, is jealous of his brother 
Abel and driven to kill him. Tbe scene is particularly well wrought, intense and 
full of movement. The expression of Cain as be raises his club to strike Abel is 
determined and unremitting, wbile Abel's expression is shocked and painful as 
he falls to the ground amidst his blood. 

GOD SAID, 'CAIN, LISTEN TO THE SOUND OF YOUR 
BROTHER'S BLOOD, CRYING OUT TO ME FROM THE 
GROUND' 

ABEL IS KILLED BY HIS BROTHER CAIN 

In this scene God is once again seen holding the scroll of the law as reproaches 
Cain for his crime and condemns him to wander over the earth as a fugitive. Cain 
is still holding the club with which he has killed Abel. The figure appears as if 
it is turning away from God and its right hand is raised as if a sign of denial at 
God's accusation. The small red naked figure at the centre symbolises the soul 
of Abel. It upraised alms call out to God for Justice. 
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NOAH LEADS ALL THE ANIMALS AND BIRDS 
INTO THE ARK 
The representation of the ark in this scene does not follow the biblical 

description. In the Bible, in fact, the ark is described as having only one 
window and one door. No doors are depicted here, and the ark has three 

windows. Moreover, the shape of the ark, unlike that described in the 
Bible, bears resemblance to that of a boat and only the keel is seen to be 
tarred. The discrepancy is obviously due to the iconographic conventions 
and artistic freedom. Noah and one of his sons are seen hoisting up and 
leading the animals into the ark. The scene depicts eight figures: Noah 
and his wife, and their three sons with their wives. 



AS FLOOD SUBSIDES, NOAH DISEMBARKS 
ALL THE ANIMALS FROM THE ARK 

After the flood, the ark comes to rest on the dry land of a moun 
tain range. Noah and one of his sons are portrayed as they drive 
the animals destined to repopulate the earth out of the ark. The 
woman are seen watching the scene from the inside. 

NOAH TAKES HOLD OF THE DOVE, WHICH 
HAS AN OLIVE-BRANCH IN ITS BEAK 

As the flood drowns mankind and the raven first sent by Noah 
to look for dry land feasts on the corpses, Noah reaches out to 
grasp the dove he had sent out in the morning, which has come 
back with an olive-branch in its beak. The eight figures that can 
be seen in the ark remind us that all those who were in the ark 
were saved from the flood. 
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This is the second scene depicting a sacrificial offering. Noah, to 
gether with his family, is seen in front of the altar, on which the sacri 
ficial victim, a lamb, is buming. To Christians, this is a symbol of the 

future sacrifice of Chri-«. I hl' rainbow in the heaven, a sign of God's 
covenant, links Noah and his tamily and the sacrificial victim. God said 
to Noah, I do set Illy bow ill the cloud and it shall be for a token of a 
covenant between me and the earth and the waters shall no more 
become a flood to destroy all flesh. (Genesis, 9: 13-15) 
As in this scene the Covenant between God and man is renewed, the 

figure of the Almighty is once again seen holding the scroll of the law 
with the word of God commanding the new world order. 

GOD SAID TO NOAH, "I DO SET MY BOW IN THE 
CLOUD AND IT SHALL BE FOR A TOKEN OF A 
COVENANT BETWEEN ME AND THE EARTH . 
AND THE WATERS SHALL NO MORE BECOME A 
FLOOD TO DESTROY ALL FLESH" 
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HAM SAW HIS FATHER'S 
NAKEDNESS AND ... 

This is the last scene depicting the events of the Bible associated with 
the story of Noah. On the left, we can see Noah crushing grapes in his 
hands in order to extract their juice. On the right, Noah, who was drunk 
of the juice without knowing its effect, has fallen into a deep sleep. The 
figure is reclined in a disorderly fashion, indicating Noah's drunken 
ness. Ham points to him indicating Noah to his brothers. These with 
their faces turned away, carefully cover their father's nakedness with a 

cloth. In the Christian reading, the scene is theologically very important 
as the wine is a symbol of Christ's blood given for the redemption of 
man. Noah's action in this scene portends the priesthood of Christ, who 
converts wine into His blood by the force of His Word. Moreover, Ham 
symbolises the sacrilegious unbelievers, who scorn and ridicule the 
nakedness to which the Word subjected itself out oflove in order to re 
deem His creature. 
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ASTHESONSOFNOAHBIDLT 
THE TOWER, THEIR LAN 
GUAGES WERE CONFUSED 
AND THE PLACE WAS THUS 
NAMEDBABEL 
And the whole earth was of one lan 

guage, and of one speech. And it came to 
pass, as they journeyed from the east, that 
they found a plain in the land of Shinar; 
and they dwelt there. And they said one to 
another, Go to, let us make a brick, and 
burn them throughly. And they had brick 
for stone, and slime had they for morter. 
And they said, Go to, let us build us a city 
and a tower, whose top may reach unto 
heaven; and let us make us a name, lest 
we be scattered abroad upon the face of 
the whole earth. 
And the Lord came down to see the city 

and the tower, which the children of men 
builded. And the Lord said, Behold, the 
people is one, and they have all one lan 
guage; and this they begin to do: and 
now nothing will be restrained from 
them, which they have imagined to do. 
Go to, let us go down, and there con 
found their language, that they may not 
understand one another's speech. So the 
Lord scattered them abroad from thence 
upon the face of all th~ earth: and they left 
off to build the city. 
Therefore is the name of it called Babel; 

because the Lord did there confound the 
language of all the earth: and from thence 
did the Lord scatter them abroad upon the 
face of all th-e earth. 

(Genesis, 11:1-9) 

The scene depicted here is more elab 
orate than that described in the biblical 
text. On the right, we can see a stone 
cutter hewing stones for the building; 
on the left, a worker mixing the mortar 
in a vessel on his shoulders into the 
tower. Other masons can be seen lay 
ing the stones at the top of the tower. 
The scene is very dynamic and so 
much detail tends to suggest that the 
mosaicists intended representing the 
workers who actually built the Cathe 
dral. 
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This is the first scene in the series portraying the story of Abra 
ham, who plays a central role in the Holy Scriptures. The events 
depicted here are those most relevant to Abraham's mission in di 
vulging the word of God. This scene precedes the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, the three angels being the envoys sent by 
God to destroy the two towns for the sins of their inhabitants. The 

angels appear at an oak, shown in the scene, in the valley of 
Mamre, while Abraham, was sitting by the entrance of his tent, 
also shown. The importance of this scene to Christians is repre 
sented by the fact that, while Abraham bows to one the angels, he 
offers to serve all three, and this is interpreted as being an allegory 
of the Holy Trinity. In this scene Abraham is seen as a forefather 
of the Christian belief of the three persons in one God. 

ABRAHAM GREETS THE THREE ANGELS 
AND BOWS TO THE GROUND TO PAY HOM 
AGE to ONE 
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ABRAHAM OFFERING FOOD AND DRINK TO 
THE THREE ANGELS 

Abraham is shown offering refreshment to the three angels. Dur 
ing the meal, one of the angels promises Abraham that Sarah, his 
wife, will bear a child. Sarah, who is beyond childbearing age, is 

seen eavesdropping in the tent and incredulous at the angel's an 
nouncement. Her upraised hand seems to be refusing the news. 
Abraham is depicted offering the angels a loaf of bread. The son 
born to Sara and Abraham is one of Christ's ancestors. The scene 
is thereof considered to be part of the biblical announcement of 
the coming of the Messiah. 
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THE ANGELS REACH SODOM. THE MEN OF 
SODOM SURROUND THE HOUSE OF LOT 

Lot, a nephew of Abraham, despite living amidst sinners, had 
kept his faith in the Lord and lived according to His Word. Thanks 
to Abraham's intercession, Lot is saved from the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah. Upon reaching Sodom, two of the three 

angels visit Lot to warm him of the forthcoming destruction. Lot 
is seen at the entrance to his house refusing to offer up his guests 
to the Sodomites who had requested them for their vile pleasure. 
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THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM. 
LOT ESCAPES WITH HIS WIFE AND DAUGHTERS 

The story, as it is depicted here, is described in Chapter 19 of the 
Book of Genesis. Sodom and the other four towns of the plain are 
struck by a calamity. Before the towns are overthrown by fire and 
brimstone, Lot escapes to Zoar, which had been spared the fate of 
the other towns thanks to Lot's intercession. The figure. In the mid- 

die represents the wife of Lot who is turned into a pillar of salt as, 
having disobeyed the angels, she glimpses back while she is flee 
ing to look at the destruction of Sodom. 
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'ABRAHAM, LAY NOT THINE 
HAND UPON THE LAD' 

And it came to pass after these things, 
that God did tempt Abraham, and said 
unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, 
here I am. And he said, Take now thy 
son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou 
lovest, and get thee into the land of Mo 
riah; and offer him there for a burnt of: 
fering upon one of the mountains which 
I will tell thee of. 
And Abraham rose up early in the morn 

ing, and saddled his ass, and took two of 
his young men with him, and Isaac his 
son, and clave the wood for the burnt of 
fering, and rose up, and went unto the 
place of which God had told him. Then on 
the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes, 
and saw the place afar off. And Abraham 
said unto his young men, Abide ye here 
with the ass; and I and the lad will go 
yonder and worship, and come again to 
you. 
And Abraham took the wood of the burnt 
offering, and laid it upon Isaac his son, 
and he took the fire in his hand, a knife; 
and they went both of them together. And 
Isaac spoke unto Abraham his father, and 
said, My father, and he said, Here am I, 
my son. And he said-Behold the fire and 
the wood: but where is the lamb for a 
burnt offering? And Abraham said, My 
son, God will provide himself a lamb for 
a burnt offering: 
So they went both of them together. And 

they came tothe place which God had told 
him of and Abraham built an altar there 
and laid the wood in order, and bound 
Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar 
upon the wood. And Abraham stretched 
forth his hand, and took the knife to slay 
his son. And the angel of the Lord called 
unto him out of heaven, and said, Abra 
ham, Abraham: and he said, Here am 1. 
And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the 
lad, neither do thou any thing unto him: 
for now I know that thou fearest God, 
seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, 
thine only son from me. And Abraham 
lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold 
behind him a ram caught in a thicket by 
his horns: and Abraham went and took the 
ram, and offered him up for a burnt offer 
ing in the stead of his son. 

(Genesis, 22:1-13) 
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REBEKAH OFFERS WATER TO DRINK TO ABRA 
HAM'S SERVANT AND TO HIS CAMELS 

The main character in this scene is Rebekah who is seen offering 
water to drink to Abram's servant, Eliezer, and to his camels. 
Eliezer had been sent by Abraham to Mesopotamia to find a wife 
for his son Isaac. Rebekah's offering suggests that she has accepted 

to become Isaac's wife and that Eliezer's prayer to God has thus 
been answered. 
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REBEKAH DEPARTS WITH ABRAHAM'S SERVANT 

Obeying the call of the Lord, Rebekah leaves her house. The scene 
shows Rebekah on camel back being taken to her new home. The 
episode is highly significant as once again God's divine plan for 
mankind centres on a woman, who is thus an instrument for bringing 
God's will into the world. After twenty years of sterility, in fact, she 
will give Isaac twin sons, Esau and Jacob. While Esau's descendants 
are not pertinent to the biblical story, having Esau given up his birth 
right, those of Jacob carryon the alliance between God and Israel. 

ISAAC SAID TO HIS SON ESAU, 'NOW THEREFORE 
TAKE, I PRAY THEE, THY WEAPONS, THY QUIVER 
AND THY BOW, AND GO OUT TO THE FIELD, AND 
TAKE ME SOME VENISON; AND MAKE ME SAVOURY 
MEAT, SUCH AS I LOVE, AND BRING IT TO ME, THAT I 
MAY EAT; THAT MY SOUL MAY BLESS THEE BEFORE 
IDlE' 

(Genesis, 27:3-4) 

Isaac, son of Abraham, is now depicted as an old and blind man 
lying on his bed. He is seen speaking to his-born son Esau and 
promising to give him his blessing and birth right if Esau brings him 
to some game to eat before he dies. Rebekah is seen listening to the 
conversation from behind the curtains. Esau is also portrayed in the 
right hand corner climbing a mountain and hunting fowl with his bow 
and arrow, some of which can be seen falling to the ground behind the 
tree. The scene is full of movement and narrative detail. 
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THE BAPTISM OF JESUS 

John came into the all about Jordan, preach 
ing the baptism of repentance for the remission 
of sins. 

(Luke:3-3) 
Then said to the multitude that came forth to 

be baptized of him, 0 generation of vipers, 
who hath warned you to flee from the wrath 
to come? Bring fortk therefore fruits worthy 
of repentance, and begin not to say within 
yourselves, We have Abraham to [our] fa 
ther: for I say unto you, That God is able of 
these stones to raise up children unto Abra 
ham. And now also the ax is laid unto the 
root of the trees: every tree therefore which 
bringetk not forth good fruit is hewn down, 
and cast into the fire. 
And the people asked him, saying, What 

shall we do then? He answereth and saith 
unto them, He that hath two coasts, let him 
impart to him that hath none; and that hath 
meat, let him do likewise. Then came also 
publicans to be baptized, and said unto him, 
Master, what shall we do? And he said unto 
them, Exact no more than that which is ap 
pointed you. And the soldiers likewise de 
manded of him, saying, And what shall we 
do? And he said unto, Do violence to no man, 
neither accuse [any] falsely; and be content 
with your wages. 
And as the people were in expectation, and 

all men mused in their hearts of John, whether 
he were the Christ, or not; John answered, 
saying unto [them] all, I indeed baptize you 
with water; but one mightier than I cometh, 
the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to 
unloose: he shall baptize you with the Holy 
Ghost and with fire: Whose fan [is] in his 
hand, ami he will thoroughly purge his floor, 
and will gather his wheat into his garner; but 
the chaff he will burn with fire unquench 
able. 

Now when all the people were baptized, it 
came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, 
and praying, the heaven was opened, and the 
Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like 
a dove upon him, and a voice came from 
heaven, which said, Thou art my beloved Son, 
in thee I am well pleased. 

(Luke, 3:7-22) 
Christ's head is portrayed within a cross 
bearing halo, the cross portending His Pas 
sion and death. The angels, in a gesture of 
reverence, hold out to Him His robes. At 
the feet of Christ, a small figure emerges 
out of the waves. This is thought to be an 
allegorical representation of the river Jor 
dan and is a set-piece of ancient sacred 
art. It is meant to indicate that all creatures, 
living and unliving, were struck by the awe 
some grandeur of God's divine plan. 
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AT THE POOL OF SILOAM, JESUS CURES A MAN 
BORN BLIND BY PUTTING A PASTE MADE FROM 
EARTH AND SPITTLE OVER HIS EYES 

JESUS CURES A LEPER WHO SAYS TO HIM,' SIR, 
IF YOU WANT TO, YOU CAN CURE ME' 

The miracle depicted in this scene is accomplished by Christ once again 
on a Sabbath, the holy day of rest for the Jews. After having made a paste 
out of earth and spittle and put it over the blind man's eyes, Jesus says to 
him, Go and wash in the Pool of Siloam. The blind man is seen in the right 
hand corner washing his eyes, after which his sight is restored. Because 
Jesus had operated a miracle on a Sabbath, a lively debate involving also 
Jesus's parents with the Pharisees. The scene recalls this episode in the 
Gospel. 

The scene takes place in Galilee. Its message is that of the healing power of 
faith. 
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JESUS RESTORES TO LIFE THE SON OF THE WIDOW 
OF NAIN AT THE GATEWAY OF THE TOWN 

JESUS CURES A MAN WITH A WITHERED HAND IN 
THE SYNAGOGUE ON THE SABBATH 

The scene is particularly touching and represents one of Jesus's major mir 
acles. Jesus, at the entrance to the town ofNain, stops the funeral procession 
bearing out for burial the body of the only son of a widow. Grasping the 
young man by the wrist, He commands him to rise from the dead. The dead 
man sits up immediately and begins to talk and Jesus, as the Gospel says, 
gives him to his mother in a gesture of extreme compassion. 

Noteworthy is the expression of the Pharisees who are scandalised at the 
fact of Jesus curing on the Sabbath, a day held sacred by the Jews and in 
which no work or activity was permitted. 
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JESUS RESTORES TO LIFE THE DAUGHTER 
OF JAIRUS, ONE OF THE SYNAGOGUE OFFI 
CIALS, AT JAIRUS'S HOUSE 
The episode takes place in Capernaum. One of the synagogue offi 

cials, Jairus, goes to Jesus asking Him to heal his daughter who is 
desperately sick. Upon arriving in Jairus's house, the girl is found 
dead, but Jesus restores her to life. Jesus offers once again proof to 
His opponents of His divine being by showing that He has power 
over death. . 
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JESUS DRIVES OUT OF THE TEMPLE ALL 
SHEEP AND OX DEALERS AND UPSETS THE 
TABLES OF MONEY CHANGERS 
The episode takes place after Jesus triumphant entry into Jerusalem. 

It is the only episode in the Gospel where Jesus physically shows His 
disdain and disapproval. The target of His wrath are those who exploit 
the religious belief of the people for material gains. The dealers, in 
fact, have set up shop in front of the Holy temple. Under the lashes 
of Jesus, even the animals flee in terror, and one of the dealers can 
be seen clutching his bag of money while he flees. 





THE RESURRECTION 
OF LAZARUS 

Now a certain man was sick, named 
Lazarus, of Bethany, the town of Mary and 
her sister Martha. (It was that Mary which 
anointed the Lord with ointment, and 
wiped his feet with her hair; whose brother 
Lazarus was sick). Therefore his sisters 
sent unto him, saying, Lord, behold, he 
whom thou lovest is sick. When Jesus 
heard that, he said, This sickness is not 
unto death, but for the glory of God, that 
the Son of God might be glorified thereby. 

These things said he: and after that he 
saith unto them, Our friend Lazarus 
sleepeth; but I go,' that I may awake him 
out of sleep. 

On arriving, Jesus found that Lazarus 
had been in the tomb for four days already. 

Where have ye laid him? They said unto 
him, Lord, come and see. Jesus wept. Then 
said the Jews, Behold how he loved him! 
And some of them said, Could not this 
man, which opened the eyes of the blind 
have caused that even this man should 
not have died? Jesus therefore again 
groaning in himself cometh to the grave. It 
was a cave and a stone lay upon it. Jesus 
said, Take ye away the stone. Martha, the 
sister of him that was dead, saith unto him, 
Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath 
been dead four days. Jesus saith unto her; 
Said I not unto thee, that, if thou 
shouldest see the Glory of God? Then they 
took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up 
his eyes and said, Father, I thank thee 
that thou hast heard me. And I knew that 
thou hearest me always: but because of 
the people which stand by I said it, that 
they may believe that thou hast sent me. 
When he thus had spoken, he cried with a 
loud voice, Lazarus, come forth. And he 
that was dead came forth, bound hand and 
foot with grave clothes: and his face was 
bound about with a napkin. Jesus saith 
unto them, Loose him, and let him go. 

(John, 11) 
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THE LAST SUPPER 

Jesus is seated at the table of the 
Last Supper amongst his apostles. 
The loaves of bread and the cups 
are already on the table. Peter is 
seated opposite Jesus and seems to 
be giving orders: Jesus's right hand 
is raised in the act of blessing the 
loaves of bread. Directly in front of 
him, Judas Iscariot is bent forward 
to receive the consecrated loaf of 
bread. His hands are covered by a 
cloth in order not to directly touch 
the blessed bread. The sign offalse 
respect reflects his hypocrisy: Jesus 
has just announced his betrayal. 
The apostle seen leaning on Jesus's 
chest is John, who asks his Master 
the name of the traitor. The other 
apostles bear an expression of ex 
pectation. Significantly, they do not 
yet wear a halo. 
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THE BETRAYAL OF JUDAS 

Apart from the dramatic composition, the 
scene also bears details which are a tribute 
to the mosaicist artistry. Infact, the scene is 
illuminated by the lanterns. The expression 
on the faces of the bearded and hooded men 
next to and behind Jesus, representing the 
synagogue officials, clearly betray their sat 
isfaction at His capture. To the left of the 
scene we see Peter brandishing a sword and 
cutting ofl the right ear of the high priest's 
servant. Jesus's expression is unpertubated 
and fitll of Christian charity as He stretches 
out His right hand to heal the injured man: 

The Gospel reads: 

And while he yet spoke, behold a multi 
tude, and he that was called Judas, one of 
the twelve, went before them, and drew near 
unto Jesus to kiss him. But Jesus said unto 
him, Judas, betrayest thou the Son Man 
with a kiss? When they which were about 
him saw what would follow, they said unto 
him, Lord shall we smite with the sword? 
and one of them smote the servant of the 
high priest, and cut ojf his right ear: And 
Jesus answered and said, Suffer ye thus far, 
And he touched his ear; and healed him. 
Then Jesus said unto the chief priests, and 
captains of the temple, and the elders, which 
were come to him, Be ye come out, as 
against a thief; with swords and staves? 
When I was daily with you in the temple, 
ye stretched forth no hands against me: 
but this is your hour, and the power of 
darkness. 

( Luca 22: 47-53) 
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THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS 

In this scene the criterion of relevancy which has inspired the choice 
of subject-matter throughout all the mosaic cycle clearly emerges. In 
fact, as we have seen, the biblical episodes represented presage the Pas 
sion and Resurrection of Christ, which here reach its climax, grouping 
together in the scene all the Old Testament prophets and forbearers of 
Christ. In the lower part of the centre of the scene we see Satan lying on 
his back, sinking into a black lake, squashed by the Cross which has thus 
triumphed over evil. The victory symbolised here is rendered even more 
absolute as Jesus presses down on the Cross. Jesus's left hand is out 
stretched towards His ancestors who are emerging from their tombs; 
some are kneeling in front of the Redeemer with their arms outstretched. 
The haloed figure represents John to Baptist, who indicates to the 
prophets behind him the Messiah they have prophesized. Their prophe 
cies have thus been fulfilled. On the opposite side, we can see David, 
Solomon, Abraham and the other fathers of the Old Testament emerging 
from the dark caves of their tombs in order to follow Christ. Christ is 
dressed in a white cloak symbolising His victory and is holding a staff 
in His right hand. The figure of Christ is full of movement and power 
and seems ready to climb the mountains which open up at his sides and 
to ascend to His father and take His place in the new kingdom of God. 

JESUS SAYS TO THOMAS, 'REACH HITHER THY 
FINGER, AND BEHOLD MY HANDS; AND 
REACH HITHER THY HAND, AND THRUST IT 
INTO MY SIDE' 
(John, 20:27) 

Christ is seen in the house where the apostles have taken refuge as He 
invites Thomas to touch Him in order to overcome his doubt and believe 
in His resurrection. Significantly, it is the apostles now who are seen 
holding scrolls representing the Word of the Lord and symbolising that 
they have been given the power to announce the Gospel, to baptise and 
to remit all sins. 
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GO AND TELL HIS DISCIPLES 
AND PETER THAT HE HAS RISEN 
FROM THE DEAD: HE IS NOT 
HERE (Matthew, 28:6-7 Mark, 16:7-8) 

The first scene here shows the pious 
women who, having gone to the sepulchre 
with jars of ointments with which to anoint 
Christ, find it empty. An angel in white robe 
is seen sitting on the stone which had closed 
the entrance to the tomb. He reassured the 
frightened women and tells them to go and 
announce the resurrection of Christ to Peter 
and other disciples. Unlike the story in the 
Gospel, the soldiers are seen here no flee 
ing, but sleeping. In the second scene, Christ 
resurrected appears to Mary, mother of 
James, and Mary of Magdala, who is seen 
kneeling before Him. 

The Gospel reads: 

But Mary stood without at the sepulchre 
weeping: as she wept, she stopped down, 
and looked into the sepulchre, and seeth two 
angels in white sitting, the one at the head, 
and the other at feet, where the body of 
Jesus had lain. And they say unto her, 
Woman why weepest thou? She saith unto 
them, Because they have taken away my 
Lord, and I know not where they have laid 
him. And when she had thus said, she turned 
herself back, and saw Jesus standing, and 
knew not that it was Jesus. Jesus saith unto 
her, Woman, why weepest thou? Whom 
seekest thou? She, supposing him to be the 
gardener, saith unto him, Sir, if thou have 
borne him hence, tell me where thou hast 
laid him, and I will take him away. Jesus 
saith unto her; Mary. She turned herself, and 
saith unto him, Rabboni; which is to say 
Master Jesus saith unto her, Toucb me not; 
for I am not yet ascended to my Father; but 
go to my brethren, and say unto them, I as 
cend unto my Father, andyour Father, and 
to my God, and your God. Mary Magdalene 
came and told the disciples that she had 
seen the Lord, and that he had spoken these 
things unto her: 

(John, 20: 11-18) 

The two palm trees in the scene are a 
symbol of Christ's victory over death. 
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PETER JUMPS INTO THE WATER 
WHILE THE DISCIPLES HAUL IN 
THEIRCATCH 

This scene portrays one of the many appear 
ances of Jesus to His Apostles after His resur 
rection. Christ is once again dressed in a white 
cloak symbolising His resurrection and victory 
over death. He is not immediately recognised 
by His disciples, who have gone back to their 
trade of fishermen, Note the scroll held by 
Jesus. 

The Gospel reads: 

There were together Simon Peter; and Thomas 
called Didymus, and Nathanael of Cana in 
Galilee, and the sons of Zebedee, and two other 
of his disciples. Simon Peter saitb unto them, I 
go a fishing. They say unto him, We also go 
with thee. They went forth, and entered into a 
ship immediately; and at that night they caught 
nothing. But when the morning was now to 
come, Jesus stood on the shore; but the disci 
ples knew not that it was Jesus. Then Jesus 
saith unto them, Children, have ye any meat? 
They answered him, No. And he said unto them, 
Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and 
ye shall find. They cast therefore, and now they 
were not able to draw it for the multitude of 
fishes. Therefore the disciple whom Jesus loved 
saith unto Peter; Is the Lord. Now when Simon 
Peter heard that it was the Lord, he girt his 
fisher'S coat unto him, (for he was naked), and 
did cast himselfinto the sea. And the other dis 
ciples came in a little ship; (for they were not 
far from land, but as it were two hundred cu 
bits) dragging the net with fishes. 
As soon then as they were come to land, they 

saw a fire of coals there, and fish laid thereon, 
and bread. Jesus saitlt unto them, Bring the 
fish which ye have now caught. Simon Peter 
went up, and drew the net to the landfull of 
greatfishes, and hundred and fifty and three: 
andfor all there were so many, yet was not the 
net broken. 

(John, 21:2-12) 
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THE PENTECOST 

The Holy Spirit descends upon the apos 
tles in tongues of fire represented here by 
rays emanating from a sphere. Here the 
apostles are seen for the first time wearing 
haloes, signifying that they have been im 
bued with the Spirit of the Lord. Peter is at 
centre of the group. Unlike the account 
given in the Acts of the Apostles, twelve 
apostles are depicted. The twelfth, of 
course, no longer being Judas Iscariot, but 
Mattias who was elected subsequently. 

The Acts read: 

And when the day of Pentecost was fully 
come, they were all with one accord in one 
place. And suddenly there came a sound 
from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, 
and it filled all the house where they were 
sitting. And there appeared unto them 
cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat 
upon each of them. And they were allfilled 
with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak 
with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 
utterance. 
And there were dwelling at Jerusalem 
Jews, devout men, out of every nation 
under heaven. Now when this was noised 
abroad, the multitude. came together; and 
were confounded, because that every man 
heard them speak in his own language. And 
they were all mazed and marvelled, saying 
one to another, Behold, are not all these 
which speak Galilaens? And how hear we 
every man in our own tongue, wherein we 
were born?'Parthians, and Medes and 
Elamites.and the dwellers in Mesopotamia, 
and in Judaea, and Cappadocia, in Pon 
tus, and Asia, Phryrgia, and Pamphylia, 
in Egypt, and in the parts of Libya about 
Cyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and 
proselytes, Cretes and Arabians, we do 
hear them speak in our tongues the won 
derful works of God. 

(Acts, 2:1-12) 
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The image of the Virgin is seen enthroned beneath the colossal 
figure of Christ Pantocrator. On her lap she holds a figure repre 
senting the Word of God in the form of a small mortal child. The 
child is raising his right hand in a gesture of blessing the faithful. 
The inscription which reads All Pure reflects the faith of the mosaic 
artists in the creed of the Immaculate Conception. The position of 

the child in the lap of the Virgin is in itself symbolic as it indicates 
to us that the Word of the Lord was made flesh from the womb of 
a woman. The mother of God occupies a central position in the 
scene as the church is dedicated to Her. Moreover, her position di 
rectly over the sacrifice of Christ offered up and renewed daily in 
the celebration of the Holy Eucharist. 

THE MOTHER OF GOD, ALL PURE 
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THE ORGAN 

S acred music has always played a central role in the liturgi 
cal life of the Cathedral of Monreale. An organ had been 
installed in the church at an early stage. A first replacement 

was made after the fire of 1811, when the new organ was installed 
under the arches at the sides of the presbytery. 
The existing organ was commissioned by Archbishop Francesco 

Carpino and inaugurated in 1967. Designed by Luigi Epifanio, an 
architect of Monreale, the organ was built and assembled by the 
master craftsmen Fratelli Ruffati of Padua. Epifanio's design has 
very elegantly solved the problem of making the organ blend in 
with its surroundings. Acoustic problems have also been overcome 
thanks to the work of experts in the field. The new organ was built 
maintaining as much as possible the characteristics of the old organ 
bui It by Felice Platania and sons of Acireale after the fire of 1811. 
The three separate units which make up the organ guarantee a pow 
erful, well-balanced and high-quality sound pitch and intensity 
across a wide range of timbres, with each being clearly distinguish 
able. 
It comprises six keyboards, forty-six pedal claviers and about ten 

thousand wood and metal pipes. Its inauguration in 1967 coincided 
with the 7th centennial anniversary of the Cathedral's consecration. 
It is the centre piece of the International Sacred Music Festival, last 
ing a week, which is held annually in the cathedral since 1955. 
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STAGATHA 

The mosaic depicts St Agatha, a popular heroin with the first Christians. 
The same was martyred for her faith in Catania perhaps under the Em 
peror Decius and she is venerated as Catania's patron saint. Her martyr 
dom arouse universal admiration at the time so much so that her name 
was included for invocation in the official Canon of the Mass. 

THE HIGH ALTAR 

T he richly decorated l Sth-century silver high altar that stands out 
at the far end of the great apse was designed by the renowned 
French artist Luigi Valadier and executed in Rome by order of 

Archbishop Francesco Testa in 1771. The altar includes a precious CIU 
cifix, seven bronze candlesticks dating back to the second half of the the 
16th century and six 120 ern high gilded bronze statues, also by Valadier, 
adorned with friezes and representing saints Peter, Paul Castrense, Bene 
dict, Louis IX and Rosalia. These Saints are all connected in some way 
with the history ofMonreale. Beneath the statues, we can see five medal 
lions depicting scenes from the life of the Virgin. 
Particularly noteworthy is the finely ornamented scene of the Nativity 

of the Virgin portrayed in the altar frontal. The two medallions on the side 
bear scenes from the Pentecost and the Assumption. 
The altar belongs to the late Roman Baroque style. 
Nonetheless, it is a striking tribute to the artist's ability and sensitivity 

as, apart from its own worth, its simple lines, balanced proportions and 
finely matched colours blend in perfectly with the Medieval style of the 
surrounding apse. 

THE CORONATION OF WILLIAM II 

There is not existing mosaic depiction of the actual coronation of 
William II, which took place in Palermo in 1166. The coronation cere 
mony was carried out by Romualdo Guarna, Archbishop of Salerno. The 
scene portrayed here depicts the ideal coronation of King made by Christ. 
The concept expressed is clear. As with all the Norman sovereigns, the 
king's power and authority is seen emanating from God Himself, who be 
stows it upon the sovereign. This idea was a mainstay of Medieval polit 
ical thought as is formally attested and set out in the royal edict of 1176 
which reads, We have received the royal crown from the right hand of 
the Supreme King. 
The scene of Christ crowing the king can also be seen in the Martorana 

of Palermo. In this case the king is Roger II and Christ is shown standing. 
In Monreale, Christ is seated in majesty on a throne richly adorned with 
gems and gold. His face bears a stem and severe expression, with his hair 
parted in the middle and falling onto his shoulders. The head is sur 
rounded by a cross-bearing halo. The image that can be found throughout 
the rest of the church. He is seen in the gesture of laying the crown on 
William II's head who is standing upright to the right of the Supreme 
King. The figure of earthly king is significantly smaller than that of Christ 
and his gaze is turned humbly downwards, with his arms and hands open 
in a sign of submission and devotion. The inscription on the book held 
by Christ is similar to that of the Pantocrator in the apse and reads, I am 
the light of the world, he who follows me .... The inscription in the mo 
saic above William II are the words pronounced by Christ and reads, My 
hand will be his aid, as in the biblical text. The two angels descending 
from the rainbow in heaven bear the symbols of the regal authority, the 
sceptre and the globe. Their effeminate appearance follows a Byzantine 
convention. The richly robed figure of William II is similar to the one in 
which is seen offering the model of the church to the Virgin. Albeit stately 
in its robes, the figure is rather rigid and almost hesitant. The visage is 
particularly strained, reflecting the dramatic solemnity of the occasion. 
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STPETER 
The figure of St Peter dominates the diaconicon apse vault. This area 

of the church is liturgically more important than the one on the opposite 
side in which we see depicted St Paul, thus reminding us that St Peter 
is not only the prince of the apostles but also the rock upon which Christ 
built His church. 
The figure is enthroned and his right hand is blessing the assembly of 

the faithful. The gilded inscription in the background reads: Sanctus 
Petrus, princeps apostolorum, cui traditae sunt claves Regni caelo- 

rUIIl. In the left hand, he is holding the Gospel together with the sym 
bolic keys of heaven and earth consigned to him by Christ. The figure's 
seated position recalls Christ's promise to the apostles, You shall sit and 
judge over the twelve tribes of Israel. The special location in which the 
figures of Sts Peter and Paul have been portrayed in the church attests 
to their particular importance. In the rest of the diaconicon, we can see 
other scenes and episodes taken from the life of St Peter. 
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STPAUL 
Even if in the lesser important of the two side apses, the figure of St 

Paul is not less impressive than that of St Peter, St Paul is not seen hold 
ing the keys, which is a privilege bestowed exclusively upon St Peter. 
The inscription at the side reads: Sanctus Paulus, apostolus, praedica 
tor veritatis et doctor gentium, reminding us that it was principally 

through St Paul that the word of God was preached outside the Jewish 
communities to the rest of the world. 
In the rest of the apse we can see other scenes and episodes taken from 

the life of St Paul. 
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THE BEHEADING OF ST PAUL 

As with St Peter, the martyrdom of St Paul is 
portrayed opposite his glory depicted in the 
apse vault of the left aisle. Paul was a Roman 
citizen and therefore could not be crucified, a 
form of execution meant only for slaves and 
condemned prisoners who were not Roman cit 
izens. The beheading takes place outside the 
walls of Rome, in the vicinity ofa spring called 
Acque Salvie. Blood and milk can be seen 
pouring out of the decapitated head. According 
to tradition, the head bounced on the ground 
three times and where the head struck, three 
springs of water gushed up. The scene also de 
picts Plautilla, a noble Roman matron andfol 
lower of Paul, who compassionately gave the 
apostle the band with which to cover his eyes. 
She is flanked by the emissaries of Nero who 
have come to witness and certify the execution. 
Amongst the gathering are also portrayed fu 
ture martyrs comprising Longinus, Acestus and 
Megestus, all included by tradition in the 
Roman Martyrology. 

In the following excerpt, taken from the II let 
ter to the Corinthians, Paul gives us a glimpse 
of his personality: 

Of the Jews five times received I forty 
[stripes] save one. Thrice was I beaten with 
rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered ship 
wreck, a night and a day I have been in the 
deep; [InJ journeying often, [inJ perils of wa 
ters, [inJ perils. of robbers, [in] perils by [my 
own] countrymen.jin] perils by the heathen, 
[inJ perils ill the city, [in] perils in the wilder 
ness, [in] perils in the sea, [inJ perils among 
false bethren; ill weariness and painfulness, 
in watchings of tell, in hunger and thirst, in 
fastings often; in cold and nakedness. Beside 
those things that are without, that which 
cometh upon me daily, the care of all the 
churches. 

(2 Corinthians, 11:24-28) 
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THE CHAPEL OF ST CASTRENSE 

T his chapel is the first example of the Renaissance style in 
Monreale. Built and decorated under Ludovico II Cardinal 
Torres,Archbishop ofMonreale between 1588 and 1609, the 

chapel was built with considerable commitment as its fine design and 
decorations show. It was in fact intended to hold the holy relics of St 
Castrense, patron saint of the city and of the archdiocese. The consid 
erable importance of these relics is also demonstrated by the fact that 
they were brought to Monreale in 1179 by Alfano, Bishop of Capua, 
and were intended as a donation for the wedding of William II. Record 
of where they were located previously has been lost but we know that 
the relics were transferred in a solemn ceremony on the 29th of De 
cember 1596. 
Torres also intended making the chapel his burial chamber, but the 

Cardinal's plans were thwarted as he died in Rome and was buried 
there. The sepulchre is therefore empty. 
No precise record of the architect who designed the chapel has come 

down to us. We do know, however, that the sculptors Pietro Bacchitta 
of Florence and Marco Antonio d'Aprile of Palermo worked exten 
sively on it. Access to the chapel is via the aisle on the right-hand side, 
through the portal which dates back to the original structure of the 
cathedral. The portal is in fact perfectly symmetrical with the entrance 
portal on the aisle on the left-hand side, The tracery sculpted walnut 
door wings bear figures of St Castrense and of Cardinal Torres himself 
as well as of his coat-of-arms, which can also be found in other parts 
of the chapel. 
The peculiar rectangular elongated shape of the chapel, with its en 

trance positioned at the centre, is due to the narrow space between the 
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right aisle and the Benedictine cloister in which the chapel was built. 
The pavement tomb stones and the iconographic set pieces on the vault 
are prominent and can easily be observed without having to walk to 
the end of the chapel. The altar is situated at one end while at the other 
we can see the funerary monument of Cardinal Torres. A kneeling mar 
ble statue of the Cardinal can be seen in a niche flanked by two marble 
columns. The statue is turned in adoration towards the altar and, as 
such, represents an invitation to the faithful to direct their gaze and at 
tention to that holy part of the chapel. The sepulchre, an imitation of 
the one which can be found in the chapel of the Crib in the Basilica of 
St Mary Major in Rome, is the first of a long series of funerary mon 
uments of its kind in Monreale. 
A marble balustrade separates the altar from the rest of the chapel. 

The altar is surmounted by a baldachin or canopy borne by four poly 
chrome marble columns crowned by white marble Corithian capitals. 
Properly speaking, the canopy is a ciborium as it is domed and painted 
on the inside. The silver urn under the altar is a reliquary containing 
the mortal remains of St Castrense. The rectangular Baroque urn was 
executed in 1637 by silversmiths from Palermo on commission from 
Cardinal Cosimo Torres. The statue surmounting the reliquary is prob 
ably the work of the same artists who executed the statue of St Rosalia 
in Palermo. Solemn religious ceremonies commemorating the Saint 
are held every 11th of February. Behind the altar we can admire a 
large painting by Antonio Novelli, father to Peter, the famous painter 
of Monreale. The painting portrays St Castrense standing, dressed in 
pontifical robes, blessing Ludovico II Torres genuflecting in front of 
him. The bishop himself is also dressed in pontifical robes as the ones 
which were worn during solemn religious ceremonies in Monreale at 
the time. 
Engraved marble slabs bearing pontifical Bulls are set on the chapel 

walls. 
Recent restoration works have seriously altered the original archi 

tecture of the chapel. 

THE CHAPEL OF ST BENEDICT 

T he chapel of St Benedict is situated between the right arm of 
the transept, the right aisle and the Northern wing of the an 
cient Benedictine monastery. The chapel, of which the year 

of foundation is not known, was originally dedicated to St Cataldo. In 
1561, during restoration work to the pavement ofthe nave, Alessandro 
Cardinal Farnese had the altar St Benedict transferred here, and since 
then the chapel has been named after this Saint. An altar piece, depict 
ing St Benedict, together with frescoes, were executed by Pietro An 
tonio Novelli, father to the famous Monreale painter Peter, in 1607. 
The frescoes were subsequently replaced in 1728 with marble bas-re 
liefs portraying scenes from the life of St Benedict, sculpted by Gio 
vanni Marino. All the bas-reliefs and sculptures are in white marble 
except for those in the upper levels and the ceiling, which are made of 
white stucco. These form a pleasant contrast with the polychrome mar 
ble decorations, which complete the chapel. 
The original altar piece by Novelli was removed in 1776. In its place 

was erected the large marble sculpture in bas-relief executed by Ig 
nazio Marabitti, depicting St Benedict in Glory. Marabitti's master 
piece is illuminated by light coming from an invisible window. He 
vaulted barrel ceiling features lunettes in bas-relief and a large central 
medallion with the symbol of the Trinity. 
Next to the chapel entrance we can admire the monument of Arch 

bishop Giacomo Bonanno, kneeling in adoration. The monument is 
clearly inspired by the one depicting Cardinal Tones in the chapel of 
St Castrense. 
As the central device over the altar suggests, the chapel is dedicated 



to the glory of St Benedict, the founder of the Benedictine order to the 
care of which the monastery was given. Marino's bas-reliefs, five along 
each wall, depict scenes from the life of the Saint, starting from the 
right-hand side next to the altar and finishing on the opposite side, al 
ways next to the altar. The scenes include the departure of St Benedict 
from his family, the saint amidst thom bushes, the miracle of the water, 
the Saint at Montecassino and the destruction of the Temple of Apollus, 
the arrival of Totila at Montecassino, St Benedict preaching, the ex 
communication of the gossiping women. St Benedict handing down 
the Rule of his order, the last encounter with his sister St Scholastica, 
and the Saint's demise. 
The set piece depicting St Benedict in Glory on the altar is the crown 

and climax logically completing the narrative cycle. The life-size fig 
ure of the Saint is seen being borne up to heaven by angels supported 
by clouds with his serene gaze full of beatific Vision turned upwards 

in contemplation of the radiant symbol of the Holy Trinity; above, two 
flanking angels, one of which is playing a flute and the other a violin, 
while next to the Saint other angels hold the episcopal miter and 
crosier, and an open book bearing the Rule of the Benedictine order 
with the inscription Ausculta 0 fili praecepta Magistri. The composi 
tion is sculpted in various gradients of bas-reliefs, some elements being 
more prominent than others, and is entirely made of white marble with 
several gilded metal decorations. The pilaster strips dividing the walls 
into panels are decorated with head and shoulder sculptures depicting 
Saints, starting from above with Sts Mark and Placida, two Benedictine 
Saints. 
On the left of the altar is located the monument to Archbishop 

Francesco Testa, also executed by Ignazio Marabitti in 1786. 
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THE CHAPEL OF THE CRUCIFIX 

T he chapel is one of the most outstanding examples of Sicilian 
Baroque. Commissioned by the Spanish Archbishop Juan 
Roano in 1690, it was built in the area between the Cathedral 

and the former royal palace. Erected nominally in thanksgiving for the 
victory, on the 2nd of June 1676, of the Spanish and Dutch fleet over 
the French fleet commanded by the Duke of Vivo nne, who planned to 
conquer Palermo, the archbishop intended providing first and foremost 
an appropriately dignified setting in which to place a magnificent 15th 
century Crucifix and his tomb as well as those of his successors. And 
it is in fact for this purpose that the crypt has been used, as still today 
it contains the tombs various archbishops ofMonreale. 
The chapel was originally designed by the Capuchin monk Giovanni 

da Monreale, and subsequently continued by the Jesuit Angelo Italia 
from Licata, the same architect who directed the works for the Church 
of Casa Professa in Palermo. 
This explain the similarity between the chapel and the church in 

Palermo, which is made even closer by the fact that the same artists 
worked on both. These include Giovanni Battista Firrera, Baldassare 
Pampillonia, Lucio Tudisco, Nicolo Musca, Giovan Battista Marino 
and Carlo Rute. Although being a masterpiece of the Palermo Baroque 
style, the chapel nonetheless merges and blends in very well with the 
overall style of the Cathedral. 
The imposing yellow copper, two-winged gate across the doorway, 

bearing tracery and leaf motifs, was designed by Angelo Italia and ex 
ecuted by Gaetano Signorello of Palermo. 
The layout of the chapel is polygonal and the dome is supported on 

the outside by large trusses. The polychrome intarsia marble pavement 
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portrays scenes from the story of the Prophet Jonah and is meant as 
an allegorical representation of the resurrection of Christ. 
The exuberant multi-coloured intarsia decoration and the rich sculp 

turing all converge on the theme of the Passion of Christ. 
Six spiralling columns in red stone from Piana degli Albanesi frame 

four highly decorated niches on the sides of the chapel, in which are 
placed the statues of the four major prophets: Daniel, Ezechiel, Isaiah 
and Jeremy, all holding scrolls bearing their prophecies. 
The dome was frescoed over with the scenes from the battle of the 

angels and the victory of the Cross, but these have long since disap 
peared owing to the dampness. The recently restored niche in which 
the famous Crucifix is placed is flanked by two twisted columns. The 
Crucifix, on a background of polished Venetian enamel, is nailed on a 
tree which sprouts from the side of the figure of Jesse, the father of 
David. 
Branches departing from the trunk hold up medallions in which are 

depicted the ancestors of Christ. The Crucifix is surmounted by an 
image of the Virgin Mary. The overall device clearly refers to the Old 
Testament prophecies concerning the coming of the Messiah and His 
ancestry. 
The marble intarsia frontal hanging over the altar depicts two women 

embracing each other against an idyllic background. This is interpreted 
as representing Mary and Elisabeth. 
On the sides, we can admire two finely sculpted wooden doors with 

panels depicting scenes from the Passion of Jesus, the work of Antonio 
Rallo and Alberto di Orlando di Trapani, a town in which at the time 
the school of artists of the so-called Mystery scenes flourished. 



THE TREASURE ROOM 

T he Cathedral's treasures, understandably quite extensive 
in days of yore, have considerably diminished over the 
centuries. This is especially true of the silverware, which 

has succumbed to transformation as well as dispersion. We know, 
in fact, that sometime after the mid-16th century two renowned 
silversmiths, Andrea De Peri and Andrea Gili, worked for the 
Cathedral and that, in the mania for novelty, they melted down 
pyxes and reliquaries that dated back centuries and were perhaps 
of great value. 
The most noteworthy pieces in the collection today are the 

hexagonal pyx of silver, Gothic in style and probably of French 
origin, which is attributed by some to the age of William II but 
more likely belongs to the BOOs; a gilt, silver-leaf candlestick 

from the late 17th century, of Sicilian craftsmanship, bearing the 
coat-of-arms of Archbishop Roano and a finishing of silver fili 
gree; a large monstrance of Sicilian silver filigree leaf-work 
adorned with topazes, red and green gemstones and, on the bot 
tom, Roano's coat-of-arms; an early 18th century chalice made in 
Campania with silver cup and profuse coral ornamentation; a 
crozier entirely in si Iver-Ieaf filigree with a gold tondino depicting 
the birth of the Virgin; a cusp-shaped silver pyx with geometrical 
motifs datable to the 12th century; and the reliquary of the Sacra 
Spina (Holy Thorn), a particularly fine example of 14th century 
French craftsmanship, believed to be a gift of Philip II, king of 
France, in gratitude for the royal funeral rites accorded by the 
church of Monreale to his father Louis IX, who died of the plague 

The finely and richly adorned walnut wardrobe with bas-relief panels in the picture is attributed to Antonio Rallo and Al 
berto di Orlando of Trapani. 
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in Tunisia in 1270. Also noteworthy are the four reliquaries that 
originally date to the Gothic style of the fifteenth century but were 
also refashioned in the late sixteenth. They once held some of the 
more curious relics that the Cathedral had possessed in great num 
ber, e.g. fifteen berries of the mann a that fell in the desert, a rock 
fragment from the grotto in Bethlehem, some of the Virgin's milk, 
and a lock of her hair. 
The richly ornamented sedan chair is French in style with bro 

cade upholstery inside. 
One of the finest pieces in the collection is the Jerusalem Bre 

viary, an exquisite illuminated manuscript in excellent state of 
preservation. It was the gift ofLudovico II Cardinal Torres, whose 
coat-of-arms it bears; its 508 pages are bound in red leather. While 
it appears of Sicilian provenance, its truly splendid miniatures do 
not resemble those being done in Sicily at the time so much as 
those of Spanish origin. 
Some of the most interesting and valuable vestments in the 

church's collection are a complete set of priestly vestments of silk 
brocatelle with minute yellow and purple motifs on white back 
ground, yellow braiding and the Torres coat-of-arms (16th century, 
reputedly of Roman manufacture); a large white silk baroque cope 
with fine gold embroidery work from the era of Cardinal Acqua 
viva (1739-1747); a chasuble with exquisite gold embroidery over 
a very fine gold mesh with the coat-of-arms of the donor, Arch 
bishop Francesco Brunaccini; and the two gold and silk pictorially 
decorated copes, an 18th-century imitation made by the sisters of 
the St Castrense convent. 

Reliquary casket with bas-relief ivory panels designed in the 
style of Christian sarcophagi. The corner panels feature fig 
ures of warriors carrying shields and spears. Each side panel 
features double figures. The lid bears the carved coat-of-arms 
of the Torres family (second half of the 16th century). 
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A richly decorated parchment breviary belonging to the 
Jerosolimitan Order. The manuscript cod, measuring 30 x 
21cm, bears Gothic lettering and splendid illuminations. It is 
bound in red leather with gilded decorations. The code was 
donated by Ludovico /I Cardinal Torres. 



The picture shows the Baroque chapel in the right-wing apse. The wooden statue, dating from the 14th century, represents the highly venerated 
Madonna of the People. According to tradition, the statue was carved out of the carob tree trunk under which William" had the vision of the 
Madonna ordering him to erect the cathedral in a dream. 
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THE CLOISTER 

T here everything was light and gay colour, pretty lines, 
graceful decorations. Imagine a pleasant garden 
planted with shrubs and flowering vines, scattered 

round in beds offine greenery, where in the shadow of the orange 
and cedar trees, fountains playfully cool the scented air. Imagine 
a piece of Eden, an Eden without Eve, it is true, yet always par 
adise, that delights you, moves you - such were the cloisters of 
Monreale! Or, to express it more correctly, such a place was a 
courtyard of the Benedictine monastery in the olden times, when 
monasteries were rooms of Muses, when everything that was the 
best in all the arts was employed in embellishing the abodes of a 
luxury clergy. 

WA. Paton- Picturesque Sicily - 1902 
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As with all the Norman sovereigns, William II attempts to imitate 
the splendour and the pomp of the imperial court of Byzantium, in 
which pictorial elements, especially of the mosaic kind, rather than 
sculpturing were considered to lend themselves better to celebrating 
and exalting the power and the glory of the court and the empire, even 
though outside the court circle, sculpturing had undergone a greater 
development and diffusion in Western popular tradition. Romanesque 
sculpturing and architecture, in fact, are a direct expression of the new 
social order which was to emerge out of the feudal set-up and which 
was to lead to the creation of the Communes and the reformed Bene 
dictine monasteries. Given the different political background, there 
fore, of this form of art, Romanesque sculpturing was obviously nor 
consonant with the imperial pomp and splendour pursued by the Nor 
man kingdom of Sicily. As much as this was opposed to the dominant 
feudal party of the time, its evolution was more towards that of a cen 
trally controlled and bureaucratically administered state, so that it was 
no less opposed to the setting up of politically independent local mu 
nicipal and monastic governments. At a certain point, however, devel 
opments in Romanesque sculpturing were to perfectly encounter the 
favour of the ruling monarchy, coinciding with the recovery of clas 
sical Roman motifs and styles. These, in fact, were to appear to the 
court as an ideal complement to the noble and stately splendours of 

the mosaic work. It is in this context, therefore, that we can appreciate 
the reasons which led William II to allow for the introduction, next to 
the mosaic masterpieces, of the richly adorned and wrought sequence 
of 216 capitals crowning the cloister columns. The sculptors of the 
capitals, however, did not belong to the Sicilian tradition, but rather 
to the wide-ranging sphere of Provencal Romanesque. This is once 
again a clear demonstration of that open-door policy maintained by 
the Norman court not only towards the Islamic and Byzantine East, 
but also to the West, and especially to France, and Southern France in 
particular, with which maritime trading and ecclesiastical connections 
were intense. 
The cloister, which can rightly be considered the most celebrated and 

complete monument of Romanesque sculpture in Sicily, has reached 
us almost intact in its pristine beauty and original design. Situated be 
tween the cathedral's south side on the old monastery's dormitory, of 
which a high wall featuring pure architectural lines and magnificent 
polychrome decorations still stands, the cloister's harmony and majesty 
strike the visitor immediately upon entering. A perfect square (47 x 
47 m), the simple and elegant cloister features a series of pointed 
arches opening up to an enclosure which once harboured the garden 
of the monastery. The 228 paired columns running between the arches 
are mounted on a rough wall acting as a stylobate and are crowned by 
capitals, incredible for their diversity of form and fashion, on which 
master craftsmen, working in the utmost artistic freedom and without 
any preconceived iconographic plan, have left loose their wildest fan 
tasies and their superb workmanship. 
The columns, the pulvins and the capitals are profusely and copiously 

covered and encrusted in all sorts of patterns and decorations and the 
arch extradoses are richly adorned with intarsia and polycrome mo 
saics. The overall effect is truly breath-taking. As Kroenig rightly 
points out, the three parts, architecture, painting and sculpturing, 
concur to creating an organically unified work, the outcome of an 
organically unified vision. 
Islamic artistic traditions are detectable throughout. The softly 

moulded ogee contour of the pointed arches framed externally by a 
double ring featuring geometrical patterns at the semicircular string 
course or moulding running along the inside the arches abruptly cut 
ting off the capitals, used originally for attaching a wooden framed 
canopy for protection against bad weather with an opening left for ven 
tilation, are all features clearly of Islamic inspiration. 
All the columns are double and the column shafts, either smooth or 

encrusted, bear the most diverse patterns and decorative paraphernalia. 
In particular, the group of four columns at each comer, decorated in 
bas-relief, are richly adorned. The highlight of the cloister, the capitals, 
are also double. Tirelessly imaginative in subject matter, the capitals 
feature scenes ranging from the life of Christ to those of the Old Tes 
tament, as well as hunting, grape-harvesting. And jousting scenes, the 
sacrifice of the pagan divinity Mithra, and so on. Their interpretation 
is all but easy as we have lost much of the knowledge of medieval 
symbolism contained in the bestiaries from which the sculptors of the 
period drew their inspiration. 
The cloister has been the object of many detailed studies carried out 

by eminent art history scholars such as Di Marzo, Venturi, Zimmer 
mann, Salmi, Biagi and Volbach. The most recent and perhaps most 
interesting study is that conducted by Roberto Salvini who, after hav 
ing closely examined the style of the capitals, contends, amongst other 
things, that the entire work was executed by a single group of workers 
made up of five master craftsmen, mostly of Provencal origin, assisted 
by unknown number of helpers specialised in marble engraving and 
sculpturing. Salvini then goes on to identify the master sculptors by 
subj ect matter. 
The first, the so-called master of the Mission of the Apostles, was re 

sponsible for 34 capitals. The style is richly articulated by almost pic 
torial elements such as the particularly expressive facial features, the 
marked contours delineating the draping and the winding contours 
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forming the volumes which bestowed upon the figures an eloquent 
pathos and the warm glow of life itself. The composition is no less 
communicative and conveys a strong sense of the narrative. 
The second, the so-called Master of Dedication, was responsible for 

30 capitals. The sculpturing is characterised by a subtle elegance and 
fine chiselling. Lines and contours are modelled with great precision 
and minute details so that the figures appear compressed, almost 
miniaturized, bearing the mark of a fragile gracefulness. 
The third, the so-called Master of the Putti, was responsible for the 

greatest number of capitals. The 70 capitals in this series are charac 
terised mostly by a rich profusion of ornamental elements. 
The fourth, the so-called Master of the Eagles, worked on 40 capi 

tals. As the name suggests, his motifs are mainly omithological, but 
he also shows considerable genius and versatility in the decorative el 
ements as well. 
To the fifth, the so-called Marmorarius, are attributed, also on the 

basis of the signature they bear, the remaining 42 capitals. The style is 
here rather rough and the engraving reveals the effort and patience put 
into the work, almost as a substitute for the lack of artistic skill and 
fantasy. 
To fully appreciate the beauty of the cloister, each capital would re 

quire close and attentive observation and description, quite beyond 
the extent of these brief notes. We will therefore limit ourselves to 
highlight the features of the most outstanding capitals of the series. 

• North Side 

n. 8 - Master of the Dedication - the parable of Lazarus and the rich 
man. Noteworthy is the scene depicting the death of the rich 
man, modelled on that of the Dormitio Virginis. The various 
elements of the whole scene. These comprise the figure of the 
wife leaning over the bed of her dying husband, the raised 
head of the rich man and the intense scene of the soul of 
Lazarus in the bosom of Abraham or the Lord. 

n. 11 - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - This purely decorative 
capital bears the unique motif in Romanesque art of leaves 
wrapping tightly about the capital as if lashed by an impetu 
ous wind gusting in opposite directions. 

n. 14 - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - This capital is unfor 
tunately seriously damaged but we can distinguish scenes 
from the life of St John the Baptist. The movements of some 
of the figures of somewhat affected and obey strictly formal 
canons. 

n. 19 - Marmorarius - This is the only instance of the artist signing 
his name Ego romanusfilius Constantinus marmorarius. The 
inscription bears signs of a trembling hand, and we can only 
guess at the artist's feelings as he engraved it. Vanity, perhaps? 
And then, there is also the grammatical mistake of the genitive 
us, which seems to reveal the artist's haste. The capital is dec 
orated with soft, broad acanthus leaves engraved, unlike the 
inscription, with a firm and penetrating hand. 

n. 21 - Master of Dedication - The scenes depict the StOlY of Sam 
son killing the lion, followed by the scene of the riddle, the 
Philistines being slaughtered and the intensively expressive 
scene of Samson in the house of the prostitute of Gaza. The 
simple, easy-to-follow sequencing reads off like straightfor 
ward chronicle of a news event. 

n. 24 - Master of the Dedication - The harsh style of the sculpturing 
and the urgent rhythm bestowed upon the scene convey all the 
horror associated with the massacre of the innocents. The fig 
ure of Herod enthroned issuing the order dominates the scene. 
The soldiers can be seen marching and talking to each other. 
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This is followed by the slaughter and the scene of the mothers 
wailing on the heap of little corpses. 

n. 26 - Master of the Putti - An unusual rendering of the four evan 
gelists and of other motifs and figures, including the siren. The 
capital is rich in medieval symbolism. 

• North-East Corner 

Master of Dedication - The group of our corner capitals bear various 
scenes from the Gospel, including the Annunciation, the Birth of Jesus, 
the Adoration of the Magi, the Visitation and Joseph's dream. The story 
is told simply and directly and the scenes are highly detailed and beauti 
fully finished, as if in an illuminated text. The columns below the capitals 
were executed by the Master of the Putti as their style suggests. The sculp 
turing is finely modulated depending on its position so as to fully exploit 
the light and maintain the soft pictorial throughout. 





The picture shows the so-called chiostrino or 
small cloister; just reputed to be one of the most 
secluded and enchanting corners of the cloister. 
As Guy de Maupassant writes, the exquisite pro 
portion, the incredibly slender double columns, 
with their infinite variety of form and fashion, 
some plain, some encrusted with mosaics, some 
finely carved, others bearing ornamental spi 
ralling patterns entwining around the columns 
like creepers, are a startling sight creating a 
sense of magical enchantment and communi 
cating to the beholder a deep and penetrating 
feeling of artistic joy which only the clearest and 
most determined artistic taste and vision can 
convey. It is difficult not to be totally caught up 
and enthralled by the spiritually evocative at 
mosphere with which these cloisters are imbued 
places of absolute peace and quiet, enclosures 
clearly conceived to bring out the deepest 
thoughts as one slowly paces under the porti 
coes. And, as step follows upon step along these 
endless corridors of stone, along these out 
stretched colonnades enclosing a small garden 
upon which the eye rests without being dis 
turbed or distracted, fantasy follows upon fan 
tasy. 





• East Side 

n. 6 - Master of Eagles - The scene depicts doves decoratively 
arranged as if pecking at the volutes. The motif derives from 
the Byzantine tradition. 

n. 8 - Master of the Putti - Graceful figurines ofputti as atlantes (tela- 
mones) with entwined loin cloths. 

n. 10 - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - Birds with human heads, 
so-called harpies, each embracing a female figure whose torso 
rises behind them. This motif was particularly frequent in Ro 
manesque bestiaries. At the centre, between the capitals, we can 
see two small owls, possibly a symbol of vigilance. 

n. 18 - Master of the Dedication - The scene depicts the Old Testament 
story of Joseph. The story as is told here reads like a fable. 
A sense of marvel and surprise clearly emerges in the dream 
scene. The richly imaginative composition is characterised by 
an abundance of diverse elements. But the underlying feeling 
conveyed by the sleeping figure is one of human warmth and 
tenderness. Very expressive, in this sense, are the naked and 
shoulders of Joseph which delicately emerge from under the 
sheets, which, in turn, gently model the rest of the body. 

n. 20 - Master of the Dedication - The stories depicted here are taken 
from the book of Genesis. They include the Original Sin, the 
banishment from the garden of Eden, the toil of Adam and Eve, 
Cain and Abel sacrifice and the killing of Abel. Stylistic ele 
ments clearly relate this capital to Provencal sculpturing styles 
from Aries and Nimes. 

n. 24 - Master of the Dedication - The scenes here show the Resur 
rection with the three Maries at the sepulchre, Christ in Limbo 
and, perhaps, a Quo Vadis Domine. The slow rhythm with 
which the scenes are imbued highlights their nobility and gives 
a sense of sombre pathos. 

• South Side 

n. I - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - We can see the four 
major prophets, figures representing Hellen and Constantine, 
and an allegory of the Church triumphant over the Synagogue. 
Both imagery and style are clearly reminiscent of French tradi 
tions. The figures of St Helena and David are particularly sug 
gestive. 

n. 2 - Master of Dedication - Figures depicting young, naked and vig- 
orous atlantes. The style is of classical inspiration. Artistic tra 
ditions from the Campania are also clearly detectable given the 
similarity of the figures with those of the pulpit of the Cathedral 
of Salerno. 

n. 4 - Master of the Putti - The figure of the acrobat is commonly in- 
terpreted as being a symbol of the Trinacria, i.e. the island of 
Sicily. 

n. 10 - Master of Eagles - The crocket capital features a particularly 
soft touch both in fOlID and execution reminiscent of Classical 
styles. The rich and well proportioned ornamentation of the 
ample festooning, together with the composition of the foliage 
and stems, attests to the artist's creative elaboration and pro 
found knowledge of classical motifs. 

n. 18 - Master of Eagles - The splendid winged dragons with long en 
twining necks form a truly unique motif. 

n. 22 - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - The capital depicts the 
sacrifice of the pagan divinity of Mithra. It is one of the most 
expressive capitals of the series for pictorial intensity, plasticity 
and strength of action. The artist's genius emerges in all its cre 
ativity and ability. 
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Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. 

n. 24 - Master of the 'Putti - The scene of St George slaying the dragon 
is rich in movement. The action of the knights is carried through 
vigorously against a lively scene of a country setting. 

n. 26 - Master of the Putti - Putti are seen harvesting grapes. The move 
ment of the grape vines and leaves is particularly graceful and 
the movement of the putti full of life. 

• Corner of the Loggetta 

The south-west corner of the cloister is rendered particularly enchanting 
by a graceful fountain formed by a basin at the centre of which is erected 
a column decorated with horizontal zigzag motifs in bas-relief, which 
makes it reminiscent of a palm tree trunk. At the top of the column a bud 
is decorated with twelve figures, some of which are dancing while others 
are playing musical instruments. 
Water flowing out of the mouth of twelve lions at the top cascades into 

the basin below, thus merrily breaking the silence in which the cloister was 
once imbued. 
The fountain is enclosed in a square area formed by columns with arches 

on each side. Through the centuries, poets and artists, in particular, have 
been attracted by the suggestive and magical atmosphere of the place, often 
celebrating it in their works. According to an age-old tradition, William II 
was wont to refreshing himself at the fountain every morning. 
Let's now take a look at the capital depicting the months of the year and 

attributed to the Master of the Dedication, probably the same master who 
executed the bud on the top of the fountain column. The agrarian scenes 
are allegorical and full of idyllic majesty. January is represented as an old 
man warming himselfby the fire; February by a man pruning a tree; March 
as a man blowing into a double a hom; April as a youth bearing flowers; 
Mayas a horse grazing; June is seen gathering fruits; July reaps grain; Au 
gust prepares the grape tuns; September crushes the grapes; October sows 
the fields; 
November gathers acorns to feed the swine; December slaughters the fat 

tened hog. 



King William /I offering the Virgin the Archetype of the 
church consecrated to her. 

• West Side 

n. I - Master of the Mission of the Apostles - The story of the flight 
into Egypt is told simply and in a straightforward fashion. 
Other scenes depict the Apostles in a windswept landscape. The 
Lord commands the Apostles with His finger and blows onto 
them His inspiration. Angels are seen pushing the Apostles to 
forward and announce the Gospel to the world. The wavy con 
tours of the heavy robes lifted up by the breath of God power 
fully express a sense of controlled pathos. 

n. 6 - Master of the Putti - Here are represented Old testament 
prophets. The capital is particularly important as its clear-cut 
stylistic elements have been used as a basis for establishing the 
different artists working on the cloister. Noteworthy is the pic 
~orial richness both in the frieze depicting branches which are 
well wrought and abundant and in the elaborately sculpted 
robes of the figures. 

n. 8 - Master of the Dedication - In the famous capital William II is 
shown offering the church to the enthroned Virgin with Child. 
In the intention of the king, this must have been one of the most 
important capitals, given its theme, and not surprisingly it is 
one of the best. Provencal traditions clearly emerge. Omamen 
tation is particularly rich and lively. The model of the church 
offered to the Virgin is seen as if it has undergone a rotation of 
90 degrees compared to the real position of the church. The in 
scription all around reads: Deus caritas est. Ie magnus leo 
Christus cernitur agnus. 

n. 20 - Master of the Dedication - This capital depicts the story of 
Noah. The StOlY is told with an abundance of scenes and de 
tails. Elegantly and classically wrought branches, rich in orna 
mentation, suggest the idyllic vision of an agrarian landscape. 

n. 26 - Master of the Dedication - Here can be seen the StOlY of Jacob. 
The artistic spirit with which this capital is imbued is clearly 
the same as that which stands out in the previous one. The plas 
tic elements and composition of all the scenes, from Jacob's 
journey and dream to Esau away in the pastures, are rendered 
with a fresh pictorial touch. 

Helmet wearing and shield carrying knights in combat. 

Atlantes flanked by eagles. 

Caught-up in such profused beauty, the eye moves ceaselessly from the 
marble sculptures and intarsia to the bas-reliefs.from the mosaics to the 
mouldings, without ever losing sight, however; of the whole. And this over 
all impression which persists throughout is one of elegance and magnif 
icence. The slender and graceful columns, so diverse in form and style, 
so earth-bound in their rich splendour; seem almost out of place in a clois 
ter; yet they are no less spell-binding and breathtaking. The cloister por 
ticoes enclose a garden full of plants and perfumed flowers. Water Ji'OIn 
fountains amidst trees andflowers cascades into marble basins. Immersed 
in this enchanted atmosphere, one is reminded of those Moorish court 
yards which time has generously left unscathed and intact in the land of 
Spain and which can still be found in some Sicilian cities. 

Bourquelot, Voyage en Sicilie (J 848) 
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A HISTORICAL SURVEY OF THE BIBLIOGRAPHY 

T he artistic and cultural interest raised by the monumental 
complex commissioned by William II dates back to its very 
origins when the Benedictine monks began collecting the 

records in which the royal favours and privileges were granted together 
with the papal bulls concerning the abbey and its cathedral. 
Archbishop Arnold de Rexac (1306-1324) gathered together the most 

important of these documents and had them transcribed in a book sub 
sequently known as Codex Rexac. A copy of this highly important 
book is still held at Monreale in the Library of the Seminary; another 
copy is found at the Vatican Library. 
The whole collection of these documents was to form what was sub 

sequently called the Tabularium of St Maria Nuova. The collection 
was held by the Benedictines in the monastery itself until 1866, and 
afterwards by the Italian Government, which in 1945 had it transferred 
to the National Library of Palermo, now called the Central Regional 
Library. 
The documents forming the Tabularium have themselves been the 

subject of several publications, most important of which are Carlo Al 
berto Garufi's Catalogo Illustrato del Tabulario di S. Maria Nuova, 
and Gaetano Millunzi's Il Tesoro, la Biblioteca ed il Tabulario della 
Chiesa di S. Maria Nuova in Monreale, published respectively in 1902 
and 1904. Single, separate documents from the collection can also be 
found in other publications. 
In actual fact, the original motivation behind the collection and con 

servation was mainly economical. What was important at the time was 
the record and written evidence of the monastery's rights and benefices. 
Cultural interest proper in these documents was to begin after the 

Renaissance. The learned Ludovico II Cardinal Torres, Librarian to 
the Holy Roman Church was to publish in Rome in 1588, under the 
nom de plume of Gian Luigi Lello, a book entitled Descrizione del 
Tempio e Monastero di S. Maria Nuova. The book was such a success 
that it was published again in Rome in 1596. The second edition con 
tained, in addition to the description ofthe Cathedral, bountiful infor 
mation relating to the complex and biographical outlines of the 
archbishops, predecessors of Cardinal Torres. The book is significant 
in that it indicates a clear awareness of the importance of the archbish 
opric see, which had been established as a function of the Cathedral 
and which had acquired wealth through its privileges and benefices 
because of this. Not surprisingly, the archbishopric of Monreale was 
for many years one of the richest and therefore the most sought-after 
in Europe. Nominated to see, we find, in fact, bishops bearing the fam 
ily names of some of Europe's most illustrious noble families, such as 
Orsini, Aragona, Borgia, Colonna, Medici, Farnese and so on. It was 
only with the Council of Trent that the bishops were obliged to hold 
residency, Monreale was to benefit considerably from this as its arch 
bishops amongst whom many of great human and Christian virtues, 
were to employ considerable resources for the betterment of the life 
and culture of the population of Monreale, the city which by then had 
considerably developed and grown around the Cathedral and which 
was the capital of a rich and prestigious fiefdom. To mention but one 
amongst many, archbishop Francesco Testa in the 18th century was 
crucial to Monreale's importance and renown as a seat of philosophical 
and literary learning. It is in fact in this period that the city reaches a 
cultural high point together with flowering and developments in the 
arts and crafts, a point which was never to be achieved again after 
wards. 
In 1702, the Benedictine abbot Michele Del Giudice was to republish 

Lello's book, turning it almost into a new work, not only by bringing 
it up-to-date but also with the addition of extra information and, above 
all, by including 33 plates illustrating the cathedral in all its detail and 
with a complete and highly interesting description. 
With the onset of the Romantic period, interest in Norman art in 
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Sicily is re-awakened and with it, of course, the interest is one of its 
major masterpieces, the Cathedral of Monreale. The Cathedral is il 
lustrated in a folio publication by Domenico Lo Faso Pietrasanta, 
Duke ofSerradifalco and enthusiastic archaeologist, and a keen archi 
tect and scholar. The work, entitled Del Duomo di Monreale e di altre 
chiese siculo normanne ragionamenti tre, is published in Palermo in 
1838, but has no pretence to being academic. 
Much more important, in fact, is the work of the last Benedictine 

abbot of Monreale, Domenico Benedetto Gravina (1807-1886), who 
personally supervised the restorations carried out after the fire of 1811 
in his capacity as one of the most authoritative members of the Royal 
Committee established for this purpose. His profound knowledge of 
the monument led him to publish in Palermo in 1859 what can rightly 
be considered one of the most important studies on the Cathedral. The 
folio publication, entitled Il Duomo di Monreale, comprises two vol 
umes, the first of which includes the written description and the second 
90 illustrative tables, some of which in colour. The declared intention 
is to be exhaustive as possible, covering areas and topics previously 
undealt with, and it is still of considerable interest today. The Abbot 
shows to possess a profound knowledge both of iconography and sym 
bolism as well, of course, as of liturgy and religious ritual. Historically, 
however, passion outweighs scholarship. The abbot, in fact, favours 
the Benedictine view, instrumental at the time against to encroaching 
secular clergy, which maintained that the Cathedral of Monreale was 
originally built at the time of the great Benedictine Pope Gregorius the 
Great and that William II had merely restored the original building in 
order to return it to Benedictines, its first and legitimate owners. 
Of course, the Cathedral and cloister of Monreale are featured in 

every book of art and architectural history. The works mentioned 
below, however, are those which specifically deal with the cathedral 
and cloister. 
Local historical studies owe much to Gaetano Millunzi (1859-1920), 

who published a number of interesting, albeit not all scientifically con 
sistent, monographic works on the Cathedral. 
A systematic study of the monument has however only been made 

available in recent years thanks to the support of the archbishop of 
Monreale, Franceso Carpino, who was later also to be made a cardinal. 
Three large volumes have been published by S.F. Flaccovio of Palermo 
with grants from the Bank of Sicily through the Mormino Foundation. 
The first, I mosaici di Monreale, is written by Prof. Ernst Kitzinger 
and is particularly attentive and profound study of the mosaics of the 
Cathedral, including the period in which they were executed, the 
iconographic models to which they were inspired, and the laying tech 
niques and style. 
The final volume, II duomo di Monreale, published in 1965, is written 

by Wolfgang Kroenig, a renowned scholar of medieval architecture. 
Numerous other minor works have also been published in recent 

years, illustrating single aspects of the monumental complex. Some of 
these works are highly recommendable. In particular, Bianca Maria 
Alfieri's Il duomo di Monreale, published in 1983 by the Istituto Ge 
ografico De Agostini in Novara is well worth reading. Lucio Trizzino's 
Cattedrale di Monreale l'unita della divers ita published in Palermo 
1987, contains many an acute annotation and observation which the 
author has been able to gather on the monument while supervising the 
restoration works of the Cathedral. As in the last few decades the 
Cathedral and cloister have undergone considerable restoration, the 
experience put together could very usefully form the basis of a com 
plete publication exploiting also the information made available from 
research into the archives which had previously been ignored. 
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