
Late Byzantine Mosaics

Cathedral of 
Monreale

images.petergallagher.net.au

http://images.petergallagher.net.au
http://images.petergallagher.net.au


In 1174 c.e., a century after the Normans overthrew, 
or made treaties with, the Arab rulers of Sicily, King 
William II (“the Good”) — seen here being blessed 
by Christ —  commissioned a basilica at Monreale, 
in the hills overlooking Palermo. The decorative 
works, undertaken by Byzantine and Venetian artists 
were completed in 1267, a period conventionally 
called the “Late Byzantine” that dates from after the 
Latin Crusader’s conquest of Constantinople in 
1204. But many of the mosaics in the Cathedral of 
the Assumption —the most extensive collection of 
mosaic art in Italy— are more characteristic of earli-
er “Middle Byzantine”, post-iconoclastic styles.



Although its exterior is in a  
plain Norman style, the interior 
houses over 6,500 sq. meters of 
golden glass mosaics on biblical 
themes, depictions of saints, an-

gels, and the Virgin Mary.  

The Norman rulers of Sicily 
were originally Byzantine mer-
cenaries in Italy. They retained 

a taste for Eastern art and 
styles that they merged with 

their own, plainer, romanesque 
architecture. They were equally 
impressed by the Arabic archi-

tecture and designs in Sicily 
that they found, and preserved. 









Panels depicting the 
story of the Flood: 
Noah loading the 
Ark and sending out 
a dove to find dry 
land (note the 
swimmers).

Next Page: The 
Apse is dominated by 
a magnificent portrait 
of Christos Pantokra-
tor (that is, ‘Christ the 
Almighty’).





The Western Portal of the Cathe-
dral — the main entry to the Nave 
— is the work of Bonanno Pisano 
dating to 1186. It is the largest 
bronze door of its age at almost 8 
x 4 meters, with 42 square panels 
each depicting a biblical scene. The 
four reliefs that make up the base 
show fantastic animals. Note the 
surrounding decorations that com-
prise classical (acanthus leaf) & 
figurative carvings mixed with 
Arabic pattern tiles and geometric 
patterns.



All images were made with an Olympus OM-D EM-1 Mk II camera and an Olympus 12-100 f/4 lens, hand held, on 12 September 2018.

One of the finest of all Italian cloisters is attached to the Cathedral. It is almost all that remains of the former Benedictine abbey, also 
built on William's command. The 26 arches on each of the four sides are supported by 228 double columns with double capitals, 
no two pair alike. The subjects of the capitals are whimsical animals, human figures, mythical beasts, biblical & romance tales in 
beautiful detail.


