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When we think about it, it comes quickly and clearly 
into focus: swelling impulses of European imperialism, 
colonial expansionism, and nationalism in the early 
and mid-nineteenth-century, stimulated a deep fasci-
nation with the exotic and unfamiliar cultures around 
the edges of the Mediterranean especially as directed 
towards North Africa and the Near East. Once travel 
became safer at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, but 
especially in the late 1820’s and 1830’s, artists and ar-
chitects turned to South Italy and Sicily as topics of 
scholarly exploration and artistic inspiration. This was 
especially true for Sicily, which could be seen as repre-
senting and reflecting many of the component elements 
of these historic trends. To the nineteenth-century ob-
server, the island provided an exciting mélange: Islamic 
culture along with Greek, Roman, Norman, Swabian, 
French and Aragonese heritage. Sicily might have been 
seen to encapsulate everything: great physical beauty 
and spectacular monuments, many of which, with 
their rich Islamic or Islamicizing components (the 
apses of the cathedrals of Catania, Monreale, Cefalù 
and Palermo, for example), were ideally suited to the 
emerging tastes for eclecticism and fascination with the 
arts of the exotic East. Sicily became a proximate and 
accessible Orient1.
A pivotal point of departure of popular awareness of 
eastern, non-European cultures, was Napoleon’s cam-
paign in Egypt and Syria (1798-1801), an enterprise 
that consisted not only of military conquest, but also 
of programmed and systematic knowledge acquisition 
(“knowledge conquest” might be an appropriate ex-
pression here). The invasion of Egypt and its by-prod-
ucts stimulated European curiosity about the arts and 

cultures of Africa and the East, and the scientific rev-
elations of Napoleon’s expedition were to profoundly 
influence tastes and curiosity, especially with the grad-
ual publication of the Déscription de l’Egypte, starting 
in 1809. Political imagery, such as Antoine Jean Gros’ 
huge painting (5.23 by 7.15 meters) Napoleon Visiting 
the Plague Victims in Jaffa, reproductions of which were 
widely diffused in print versions, had a galvanizing ef-
fect, as its exotic architectural setting (the minaret, the 
horseshoe arch with alternating bands of colored ma-
sonry, and the long, pointed arcades moving towards 
the far distance) suggested visually new, different, and 
titillating spatial experiences to European eyes. With 
its great success in the Salon of 1804, this particular 
painting, in spite (or because) of its horrifying sub-
ject, helped shape a broad fascination with the East 
and the exotic, unexpected arts of Islam. And for the 
nineteenth-century traveler the island of Sicily offered 
a splendid, yet accessible, affordable and relatively safe, 
version of the more distant cultures and monuments 
of the “real” East. 
This new-found fascination with Islamic architecture 
merged with growing interest in the Middle Ages. In 
the third and fourth decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Gothic architecture began to emerge in popular 
perception as a national, indigenous style, though of 
whose nation exactly was to be a long debate. And at 
the same time that Gothic was becoming “national”, 
the discovery that the pointed arch could be found 
first in Islamic territories, inspired travel to both Sicily 
and South Italy. It became natural to think that the 
Norman conquerors transmitted this new, exotic, and 
structurally efficient form to the north.

Imperialism, (Semi-)Orientalism, Nationalism, and the North 
European Encounter with Palermo
Caroline Bruzelius
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The passion for the real or imagined cultures of the East 
is reflected in the many images created after c. 1820 of 
art and architecture in southern Italy and Sicily that can 
be found in the Medieval Kingdom of Sicily Image Data-
base (http://kos.aahvs.duke.edu/), a website of historic 
images (watercolors, drawings, prints, photographs) of 
medieval monuments that is organized topographically2. 
We initially created the database and website in order 
to document the vicissitudes of historic sites in South 
Italy and Sicily; the aggregate materials, however, also 
now attest to, and confirm, the north European fasci-
nation with the exotic, unfathomable other: the myste-
rious, sensual, imagination-stimulating worlds of both 
Islam and the Middle Ages. Although the database was 
initially created to assist scholars and travelers in tracing 
and understanding the history of individual monuments 
or sites through the representations created by artists and 
architects who traveled to South Italy and Sicily3, as the 
number of images has increased (the database comprises 
now well over 3,000 images, with searchable lists of art-
ists and collections), the website has emerged as equally 
important for documenting the fluctuations of North 
European taste and aesthetics. When the database was 
initiated in 2011, we, the project designers, did not fully 
anticipate the extent to which the collected images (the 
aggregate data) would attest to the waxing and waning 
encounters between the political and artistic movements 
of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with me-
dieval objects of study and representation (churches and 
their decoration, palaces, fortifications and cities). Nor 
did we initially realize the extent to which the Italian 
Middle Ages would emerge as having particular ideo-
logical and historical interest to Europeans north of the 
Alps, not only for the intrinsic interest of the buildings 
and works of art themselves, but also as a projection of 
north European desire and nostalgia. 
It is of course true that in the late eighteenth century 
romanticism had already inspired artists, such as Lou-
is-Jean Desprez, during his long journey around the 
Italian coast in the late 1790’s, to create spectacular 
renderings of castles and cities. Aubin-Louis Millin, 
working in the voyages pittoresque tradition, recorded 
many sites between 1811-1813 with generalized views, 
a tradition of picturesque imagery continued by the 

Englishman Gally Knight, whose volume Saracenic and 
Norman Remains to illustrate the Normans in Sicily, was 
published in London in 18404. It is interesting to note 
that fascination with the decorative arts of Sicily, espe-
cially intarsia wall decoration, pavements, and mosaics, 
began to emerge in the late 1820s (particularly in the 
work of Friedrich Hessemer (1800-1860)5. This was long 
before the Arts and Crafts movement in England gener-
ated renewed interest in decorative details and ornamental 
patterns and inspired many travelers to Palermo. 
Most importantly, perhaps, emerging nationalism in 
the nineteenth century, especially in France and Ger-
many, stimulated an engagement with their former ter-
ritories and domains, particularly those that had once 
formed part of the Holy Roman Empire, or, for France, 
the Angevin dynasty in Naples and (briefly) Sicily (Louis 
IX’s heart and entrails are, after all, buried in the Cathe-
dral of Monreale). In the second half of the nineteenth 
century in South Italy and Sicily, regional pride was a 
powerful force in driving the “remedievalization” of 
monuments, especially after the unification of Italy. By 
the end of that century, a new medium, photography, 
began to permit the creation of systematic dossiers of 
images, such as William Henry Goodyear’s collection 
of photographs of Romanesque architecture in Apulia 
that is in the Brooklyn Museum, or Giorgio Sommer’s 
remarkable dossier of images of medieval monuments 
in Naples and Palermo, not to mention the venerable 
archives of the Alinari enterprise. The Palazzo Chiarom-
onte itself is well documented by photographic images, 
the earliest of which were produced c. 1865.
The Medieval Kingdom of Sicily Image Database cur-
rently includes well over nine hundred images of 
Sicilian sites, images created in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries by travelers, artists, and archi-
tects. Although some are picturesque views, especially 
of the spectacularly situated cathedrals of Cefalù and 
Monreale, others are important visual documentation 
for understanding the “life” of a monument: the cycles 
of transformation, destruction and restoration not only 
to the physical structure of a building, but also to its 
decoration or liturgical furnishings. The website also 
includes city views that document urban change: par-
ticularly striking images for the transformation of a city 
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are the historic documents of Catania and its cathedral, 
which were reshaped after earthquakes, and especially the 
volcanic eruptions of the seventeenth century6. Many 
photographs in the database attest to the terrible destruc-
tion of the earthquake of 1908 in Messina, as well as the 
subsequent restoration or reconstruction of its buildings. 
Not yet well covered by The Medieval Kingdom of Sicily 
image website, however, is the destruction and restoration 
of Sicilian cities and buildings during World War II7. 
The image database is particularly useful to understand 
the history of restoration and re-use of civic buildings and 
attests to a particular fascination with Palermo’s medie-
val palaces8. This is a notable feature of the work of Frie-
drich Hessemer, teacher and architect at the Städelsches 
Kunstintitut in Frankfurt, who traveled in Italy between 
1827 and 1830, and then continued his journey to Egypt 
prior to returning to Germany for a lifetime of teach-
ing. In 1842 he published Arabische und Alt-Italienische 
Bau-Verzierungen, a volume of Islamic and Italian deco-
rative patterns and designs; hundreds of his sketches and 
watercolors are now in the Städel Museum in Frankfurt. 
Hessemer drew architectural details of portals, columns 
and bases (including measurements), ground plans (the 
Cathedral of Messina), pier sections (Cefalù), and dec-
orative components, such as the polychrome decoration 
of the mosaics and pavement at the Cappella Palatina 
and Monreale. His pencil sketch of Chiaromonte palace 
shows the building as it appeared in 1829, prior to later 
restoration, and he produced sketches and watercolors of 
the other palaces of Palermo. Artists and architects, such 
as the Germans Ernst Zocher (1812-1881) and Robert 
Wimmer (1829-1907), as well as the Swedish architect 
Fredrick Wilhelm Scholander (1816-1881), were espe-
cially interested in details of the ceiling decoration of the 
Sala Magna in the Chiaromonte palace in the 1840’s. In 
a period of emerging nationalism and secularism, civic 
architecture seems to have been of particular fascination, 
and the Medieval Kingdom of Sicily Image Database is well 
represented with views not only of the noble palaces of 
Palermo (the Ziza, Cuba, Favara, and Sclafani palaces) but 
also the Badia Vecchia in Taormina (ten images, including 
one from 1829 by Hessemer and another from 1851 by 
Wimmer), and several noble structures in Agrigento, in-

cluding the portal of San Francesco (Hessemer and Wim-
mer again) and that of San Giorgio degli Oblati.
The database also memorializes many changes to the 
exterior of Palazzo Chiaromonte. These are especially 
important for the history of its restoration, which was 
long-debated and highly politicized. Perhaps the most 
important, and among the earliest, representations of 
the palace is the print of its façade in the Museo Nazi-
onale Archeologico Antonino Salinas. Within the data-
base, there are views of the façade prior to its restoration 
by Robert Wimmer and James Howard Ince (Britain, 
1854-1920), as well as some examples of the rich pho-
tographic documentation that dates back to the middle 
third the late nineteenth century to the present, which 
assisted Francesco Valenti in his restoration9. 
Palazzo Chiaromonte stands out as a rare surviving ex-
ample of a fourteenth-century palace in Palermo. The 
changes to the exterior of a palace such as Chiarom-
onte– and the documentation of such changes were the 
original impetus for the database – reflect the panoply 
of forces: artistic, political, ideological, and even tech-
nological. This exhibition, and the archive of historical 
images produced during many periods of the building’s 
existence, provide scholars with a wealth of data with 
which to understand the original design as well as how 
the modifications introduced over the centuries inflect 
our own understanding of its history. Along with the 
Norman palaces (the Palazzo dei Normanni, and the 
Favara, Ziza and Cuba palaces) and the later Abatellis 
palace, the Palazzo Chiaromonte attests to a legacy of 
grandiose noble residences that are especially notable 
in the city of Palermo; their importance is attested by 
the many drawings that were produced of the struc-
tures and their decoration. These palaces held particu-
lar meaning for travelers from northern Europe, who 
recognized their significance as testaments of the rich 
multi-cultural history of Sicily and who, on occasion, 
used the sketches as sources for imaginative re-enac-
ments of medieval life within the spaces in the pompiers 
tradition: by imagining their version of medieval life in 
the palaces of Palermo, northern artists captured the 
imagination of the north and exalted the romance of 
South Italy.



Note
1	 For an overview of the relationship between Northern Eu-

rope and Sicily, see Gabriella Cianciolo’s recent publications, 
especially G. Cianciolo Cosentino, On the Trail of Frederick 
II. Ideology and Patriotic Sentiment in the Nineteenth Century 
Rediscovery of Medieval Southern Italy, in “Römisches Jahrbuch 
der Bibliotheca Hertziana”, vol 40, 2011-2012, pp. 309-344.

2	 The database was initiated in 2011 with support from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities in the United States, and 
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