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OF THE CAPPELLA PALATINA IN PALERMO 

 
Ida Materia - “L’Orientale” University of Naples* 

 
This essay is an attempt to classify the ware depicted on the Cappella Palatina ceilings in 

Palermo (mid-12th century). 250 artefacts have been identified (glasses, bowls, bottles, jugs, and 
candlesticks), but due to the deterioration of some paintings and the unavailability of good 
reproductions only 230 items could be drawn. It is impossible to detect with certainty what material 
the ware was made of, while the decorative technique can only be hypothesised in a few instances. 
The comparison of some ware depicted on the ceiling of an aisle with later artefacts may support the 
hypothesis of dating the aisle paintings (or some of them) to a later period. 

 
Keywords: Palermo; Cappella Palatina; painted ceiling; Islamic context; ware 
 

The Cappella Palatina in Palermo was commissioned by Roger II as soon he was 
crowned King of Sicily in 1130. It was consecrated on 28 April 1140, and its construction 
ended three years later. 

The chapel consists of two distinct architectonic parts, namely a circular presbytery 
rising above the ground, and a three-aisled longitudinal building.1 The wooden ceiling of 
the latter is entirely painted. 

As for the objects depicted on the ceiling, two studies have been carried out thus far: 
one devoted to musical instruments, 2 and the other to the textiles and garments worn by the 
characters represented. 3 A third category of subjects, so far neglected, consists of ware 
(glasses, bowls, bottles, and jugs), which are mostly found in court scenes. This study will 
focus on this topic. 

 
1. WARE IDENTIFICATION AND LOCATION 

The preliminary work of identifying and mapping the ware was based on the 
photographic repertory and maps published by Beat Brenk,4 and on the photographs of the 
ceilings of the aisles taken by Francesca Anzelmo, 5 to whom I am very grateful. 

250 artefacts have been identified, 189 on the nave ceiling and 61 on the aisle ceilings. 
They consist of: 85 glasses, 9 goblets, 31 small bowls, 9 bowls, 2 bacini, 1 large bowl, 1 
dish, 51 bottles, 53 jugs, 6 beakers/flasks and 2 candlesticks. 

* This article presents a summary of my unpublished MA Thesis “Il corpus del vasellame riprodotto sul soffitto 
ligneo dipinto della Cappella Palatina di Palermo” (Sapienza University of Rome, January 2014), which the 
catalogue numbers given in the text refer to. The development of this topic is the subject of my current PhD 
thesis (University of Naples “L’Orientale”). This paper was translated into English by Dr Michelina Di Cesare 
to whom I want to express my gratitude. 

1 Ćurčić 1987, 125-144; Brenk 2010, 27-78; Tronzo 2010, 79-85; Anzelmo 2012-2013, 14-15. 
2 Gramit 1985; 1986. 
3 Anzelmo 2012-2013. 
4 Brenk ed. 2010. 
5 Anzelmo 2012-2013. 
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The map in fig. 1 shows the location of the ware on the octagonal small domes – the 
core of the ceiling – and the framing muqarnas. The map has been re-drawn after the one 
published by Brenk.6 

Nave. The ware is found on the ‘petals’ of six of the small octagonal 
domes, and on all the muqarnas except for one.  

Aisles. The ware is found in the 48 ceiling coffers (fig. 2). 
 

2. DRAWINGS OF THE WARE 
The drawings were obtained from the photographs by using a vector program. The 

classification of the corpus is based on them. 
It was not possible to draw all the identified and mapped artefacts due to the 

deterioration of some paintings and the unavailability of good reproductions useful to 
obtain a drawing. Consequently, out of the 250 identified items only 230 were drawn. The 
20 unreproducible items are 10 glasses, 1 bowl, 5 bottles, and 4 jugs depicted on the nave 
ceiling. 

The dimensions of the ware were deduced through a proportional method applied to the 
ratio between the depicted object and the hands of the human figures. The hands holding 
the ware or in proximity to it were considered units of measurement. This method allowed 
the ware to be scaled down with a good degree of reliability. 

The hands belong to male characters except in one case: the dancing girls depicted on 
the ceiling of the nave. The male characters hold a ware (figs. 3:a, 10:a, 13:a, 15:a), or play 
a musical instrument, or make a gesture consisting of the index finger stretching forward 
while the other fingers are bent. 

This characteristic means these three gestures can be taken as conventional models for 
comparison. The male hand was scaled down by using the average dimensions of a male 
hand; likewise the hands of the female dancers. 

The first gesture to be analysed, which is the most recurrent, is that of a hand holding a 
glass or a small bowl or flask. If we draw a straight line from the thumb to the middle finger 
of an average male hand (fig. 3:a-b), it will measure 10 cm. According to this scale 10 cm 
correspond to 3.2 cm in the reproduction. By applying the resulting proportion it was possible 
to obtain, to a good approximation, the dimensions of the ware depicted in each scene. 

This very method was used for the remaining cases: 
− hand playing a musical instrument: real dimension 12 cm, dimension in the photograph 

3.8 cm (10:12 = 3.2:3.8); 
− hand with the index finger stretched forward: real dimension 11 cm, dimension in the 

photograph 3.5 cm (10:11 = 3.2:3.5). 
The hands of the two female dancers are depicted differently from those of the male 

characters. In one case they are represented in profile, and in another the back of the hand is 
fully visible. The dimensions obtained are the following: 
− hand seen in profile: the real thickness of a hand section is 4 cm, the thickness of the 

hand in the photograph is 2 cm (4:8 = 2:4); 

6 Brenk ed. 2010, IV, 393. 
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− hand seen from the back: the real width of the back of a hand is 8 cm, the width of the 
back of the hand in the photograph is 4 cm (4:8 = 2:4). 

 
3. SHAPES OF THE CLASSIFIED WARE (230 ITEMS) 

Being incorporated in court-related contexts the ware depicted on the ceiling of the 
Palatina probably reproduces mostly objects made of glass or metal, but in some cases – 
such as those of the bacini (cat. 124-125) – the objects could be made out of ceramic. 

The artefacts were classified according to their shapes: open forms (127 items), closed 
forms (95 items), and uncertain forms (8 items). 

 
3.1. Open forms (127 items; figs. 4-6) 

Among the open forms, 75 glasses (cat. 1-75; fig. 4), 9 goblets (cat. 76-84; fig. 5), 30 
small bowls (cat. 85-114; fig. 5), 9 bowls (cat. 115-123; fig. 6), 2 bacini (cat. 124-125; fig. 
6), 1 large bowl (cat. 126; fig. 6) and 1 dish (cat. 127; fig. 6) were identified. 

The open forms have a convex base except for the bowls, the bacini, the large bowl, and 
13 glasses (cat. 3-5, 7, 9, 29-30, 40, 54-57, 69). 

Most of the glasses, goblets and small bowls are footless, one glass is fashioned as a 
chalice (cat. 73), two goblets (cat. 83 and 84) present a peduncle, and a small bowl (cat. 
109) exhibits a splayed foot. The bowls, bacini, and large bowl present a splayed foot, 
except for two bowls, one of which is footless (cat. 123) and the other (cat. 117) has a 
peduncle. 

The sides are flared, rounded, or vertical. An exception consists of an item (cat. 9) with 
a truncated pyramidal shape. A group of phial-shaped glasses was also identified. These 
glasses are distinguished by a very elongated body (cat. 5, 7, 29-30, 40, 54-57 and 69). 

The sides of the open forms are straight or flared. 
 

3.2. Closed forms (95 items; figs. 7-8) 
Among the closed forms 46 bottles (cat. 128-173; fig. 7) and 49 jugs (cat. 174-222; fig. 

8) were identified. 
Most of their bodies are globular, globular but elongated, or pyriform. Only one object 

presents a carinated body (cat. 156). 
The necks have cylindrical (cat. 128, 131-133, 135-136, 140, 143, 149, 159, 161, 163, 

165, 167, 172-173) or flared shapes (cat. 129-130, 137, 144-147, 157, 168, 170); in 16 
instances they are encircled by a collar (cat. 134, 139, 141-142, 148, 151-152, 154-156, 
158, 160, 162, 164, 169, 171). Four items end with flared lips (cat. 150, 155, 166, 171), and 
one has an oblique shoulder (cat. 162). 

 
3.3. Uncertain forms (8 items; fig. 9) 

Among the objects which cannot be classified (§ 3.2.) with absolute certainty are six 
globular beakers/flasks (cat. 223-228) and two probable candlesticks with concave bases 
(cat. 229-230). 
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4. DECORATION 
It is impossible to detect with certainty which material the ware was supposed to be 

made of, also in cases that seem more evident, while the decorative technique can be 
hypothesised, to a good approximation, in just a few instances. Therefore, it was deemed 
more suitable to group the objects according to the distribution of the ornamentation on the 
different shapes rather than to provide an effective classification. 

22 types of motifs were identified. These can appear singularly, or two, three, or four of 
them can be combined with each other, thus originating 60 motifs found on 182 of the 230 
drawn artefacts; 48 are not decorated. 

The most recurrent ornamentation consists of a single small horizontal band        (27 
instances), 7 which is often combined with other motifs. 

A decoration consisting of vertical wavy segments         is also recurrent (19 instances). 8 
In decreasing order of appearance and considering only motifs occurring at least on 9 

artefacts, combined decorations consisting of palmettes and small bands             (12 
instances), 9  and small bands, small bands with palmettes, and wavy segments 
                           (9 instances)10 occur. 

These motifs are associated with specific shapes of ware as follows: 
− The so-called cintamani decoration     is chiefly depicted on closed forms, some bowls, 

and two goblets. 
− Decorations consisting of short vertical segments, vertical wavy segments, horizontal – 

often wavy – segments and zigzag segments                               are depicted exclusively 
on glasses, goblets, and small bowls and are very recurrent. 

− Decoration consisting of palmettes and/or semi-palmettes            often occurs on small 
bowls and presents particularly elaborate ornamental developments. 

 
5. MORPHOLOGICAL AND DECORATIVE COMPARISONS 

A comparison with ware characterized by morphologies, decoration and dimensions 
similar to those appearing in the ware depicted on the ceiling of the Cappella Palatina will 
be useful especially to hypothesize which materials the objects represented there could be 
made of. 

Undoubtedly, in some instances quite precise comparisons can be made. Among others 
it is worth mentioning a glass (north aisle, cat. 62; height 12.54 cm, rim diameter 12.5 cm; 
fig. 10:a-b), which can be compared to the ceramic item ascribed to 12th-century Iran (see, 
for instance, the exemplar kept in the Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, in 
London; 11 fig. 11). 

7 Glasses cat. 6-7; candlestick cat. 229; bottles cat. 140-156; jug cat. 181-189. 
8 Glasses cat. 9-12; goblets cat. 79-80; small bowls cat. 94-101, 103-107.  
9 Bottles cat. 158-162; jugs cat. 199-205. 
10 Bottles cat. 59-67. 
11 Grube 1994, cat. 203 (INV POT800; height 12 cm, rim diameter 12 cm). 
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As for the ware occurring in coeval painted representations and found in the same area, 
a comparison with the ware reproduced on the wooden ceiling of Cefalù Cathedral, above 
all glasses, bottles, and jugs, is particularly interesting. 12 

Another intriguing comparison can be made with two artefacts reproduced on the 
famous “Baptistère de Saint Louis” (first half of the 14th century; fig. 12). 13 These are a 
glass with a peduncle and a bottle which present remarkable analogies with two goblets 
(nave, cat. 83-84; both height 17.18 cm, rim diameter 13.43 cm; fig. 13:a-b) and a bottle 
(nave, cat. 157; height 43.05 cm, diameter maximum 22 cm; fig. 14:a-b) depicted on the 
ceiling of the Palatina. In this case the ware reproduced on the Baptistère should not 
necessarily be considered as coeval to it but as preceding it. 

However, among other instances, it is worth making a comparison with objects datable 
to the post-Norman period. Indeed, two glasses (northern aisle, cat. 55-56; height 18.41 and 
20.52 cm; rim diameter 10.94 and 14.37 cm, respectively; fig. 15:a-b) show similarities 
with a well-known class of Ayyubid or Mamluk glasses (13th-14th century; fig. 16). 14 The 
presence of this kind of ware in the paintings found in the ceiling of one of the aisles could 
support a possible hypothesis of dating the paintings of the aisles (or some of them) to a 
later period. 15 
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Fig. 1 - Palermo, Cappella Palatina, map of ware depicted on the nave ceiling. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 2 - Palermo, Cappella Palatina, map of the ware depicted on the ceilings of the north 
and south aisles.   
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Fig. 3a-b - Glass cat. 52, nave. Detail from the 
original painting (left; after Brenk 2010, fig. 
920) and a drawing (right) indicating the 
distance in a straight line between the thumb 
and the middle finger of an average male hand.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4 - Glasses cat. 1-75.  
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Fig. 5 - Goblets cat. 76-84 and small bowls cat. 85-114. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 6 - Bowls cat. 115-123, bacini, cat. 124-125, large bowl cat. 126 and one dish cat. 127.  
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Fig. 7 - Bottles cat. 128-173.  

106 



XIX (2015) Preliminary notes on the ware depicted on the ceiling of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 8 - Jugs cat. 174-222.  
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Fig. 9 - Beakers/flasks cat. 223-228 and candlesticks (?) cat. 229-230. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 10a-b - Glass cat. 62, north aisle. Detail from the original painting (left; photo © 
Francesca Anzelmo) and drawing (right).  
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Fig. 11 - Ceramic goblet, Iran, 12th century, London, The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art, Inv. POT 800 (after Grube 1994, cat. 203). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 12 - Artefacts depicted on the “Baptistère de Saint Louis”, Syria-Egypt, first half of the 
14th century, Paris, Louvre Museum, Ancien trésor de la chapelle du château de Vincennes, 
LP 1 (after Rice 1951, pl. XXI, detail). 
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Fig. 13a-b - Goblet with peduncle cat. 84, nave. Detail from the original painting (left; after 
Brenk ed. 2010, fig. 769) and drawing (right). 
 

 

Fig. 14a-b - Bottle cat. 157, nave. Detail from the original painting (left; after Brenk ed. 
2010, fig. 704) and drawing (right).   
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Fig. 15a-b - Glass cat. 56, north aisle. Detail from the original painting (left; photo © 
Francesca Anzelmo) and drawing (right). 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 16 - Ayyubid or Mamluk glasses, 13th-14th century, London, The Nasser D. Khalili 
Collection of Islamic Art, inv. GLD 578a, 578b, and 578c (after Nassar 2001). 
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