MOSAIC
Mosaic is the technique of making a design or by juxtaposing small cubed blocks of often different coloured marble called tesserae (sing. tessera). These designs, whose chief function was to provide durable, permanent decoration, were principally done on pavements, and they have survived in vast numbers throughout what was once the Roman Empire. But mosaics were also applied to walls, roofs, pediments, vaults, fountains, or even (unfluted) columns. However, relatively few of these have survived.

The two main types of mosaic favoured by the Romans were:

opus tessellatum and 
opus vermiculatum.

Opus tessellatum is made up of tesserae ½ - 11/2 cm. squared in size. floors in opus tessellatum with borders and motifs in black or colour on a white background, sometimes incorporating a multi-coloured centrepiece, developed in the eastern part of the Roman Empire from c. 300BC. onwards and reached Italy via Sicily.
The Roman architect Vitruvius described the method of preparing the bedding for a mosaic floor in opus tessellatum. A pounded gravel base was first laid down to receive a layer of concrete. This was in turn covered by several layers of lime mortar of increasing fineness until the required level was reached.

An opus tessellatum mosaic was laid in situ using the direct method (the tesserae were laid on site). The tesserae were set individually on a fresh bed of mortar on the prepared bedding. The central section was usually laid first and the work then proceeded outwards to the walls. This method was suitable only for plain tessellated floors or for simple geometric patterns and repeating borders as the steady hardening of the mortar-bed did not facilitate the creation of complex designs. Linear patterns could be executed quickly using marker-tesserae at regular intervals. One small section at a time would have been laid and battens(straight edges) used to maintain levels and ensure the precise alignment of subsequent additions.
Opus vermiculatum (so-called because the grain in the marble resembles worm-tracks) was used by the most ingenious and skilled Greek mosaicists to copy paintings. Th achieve their effects, the artists reduced the size of the tesserae to 4mm cubed or even 1mm cubed and using a very wide range of coloured marbles. In the best of these mosaics the colour tones are as subtly graduated as in a painting. The most famous worker in this medium was Sosus of Pergamum    (c. 150-100BC). Many of his subjects were imitated by later craftsmen, both in opus vermiculatum and opus tessellatum. Because the execution of a mosaic in opus vermiculatum was so time-consuming and required such skill, they are rare. Only a few floors have survived from the period 100BC to 100AD. The most typical examples of this technique were relatively small rectangular panels (40 + cm. squared) and were called embletata (emblema in greek means ‘an insert’).
An opus vermiculatum mosaic was prefabricated in a workshop. This method enabled mosaics with more motifs and figured compositions to be assembled at relative leisure. The tesserae were laid on a tray on which design lines had been etched. This tray sometimes had raised edges which formed a frame for the mosaic. When all the pieces were in position, a sheet of linen or paper was glued to the upper surface of the tessellation. The mosaic was then brought from the workshop to the site. Here an opening would have been left in the floor or wall to accommodate the insert or emblema. The mosaic was now slid off the tray and placed on a bed of damp mortar in its setting. After the linen or paper had been removed (water soluble animal glue was used), the mosaic was tamped into position with a block of wood until it was level with the surrounding floor area. The pressure applied by the block of wood forced mortar up between the tesserae. When the mosaic had settled, a final grouting (filling) of final mortar was used to fill the gaps between the individual tesserae. After the grouting had hardened, it was painted the same colour as the adjacent tesserae. The mosaic was then cleaned and polished.
Greek traditions of mosaic work were inherited by the Hellenic communities of southern Italy and Sicily, and also entered Italy through the Adriatic ports. Although few mosaicists’ names are preserved in ‘signed’ floors, it is significant that Greek names predominate, suggesting that the craft remained largely in their hands.

A black-and-white tradition dominated Italian floor mosaics for the first three centuries AD. These opus tessellatum floors consisted of a white background relieved by simple patterns in black. They were strictly two-dimensional with basic geometric patterns – the human form does not appear until c.150AD. However, concurrently with this black-and –white tradition, there were also polychrome (varied colour) floors in opus tessellatum, but these did not become firmly established in Italy until after 300AD.
The subject-matter of Roman mosaics was dominated by the same themes as their wall-paintings – Greek mythology; religious rituals; landscapes; hunting-scenes; scenes from the circus, theatre, amphitheatre; portraits; still-life.
THE  ALEXANDER  MOSAIC

Wheeler. pp. 172-174.
The most famous surviving floor-mosaic is in the House of the Faun in Pompeii. It depicts Alexander the Great’s victory over King Darius III of Persia at the Battle of Issos in 333BC.The mosaic is thought to have been copied from a contemporary painting either by Philoxenos or Aristeides of Thebes. Parts of the work have been damaged but as Wheeler says:

‘The tumultuous battle-scene is certainly rendered with a vivid sense of drama and a genuine attempt to distinguish the personalities involved’. 
The two main protagonists are clearly distinguished by being made to stand out above the heads of the other figures. Riding in from the left, with his hair blowing in the wind, Alexander has just run a Persian warrior through with his spear. Darius looks on in horror, his hand outstretched as if in an attempt to prevent it happening but powerless to so do. The mosaicist has chosen to depict the exact moment when Darius flees from the battle thus heightening the sense of drama as this marks the beginning of the end of his reign for the Persian Emperor. The king’s charioteer is furiously whipping his horses in an attempt to take Darius away from the danger, unaware, or careless of the fact that the chariot will run over the fallen warrior whose back is towards us but whose face is cleverly reflected in his shield. In the centre, a chestnut horse (his dismounted rider is anxiously holding its head) seen from the rear, is cleverly foreshortened. A third figure bestrides his fallen horse. The drama is enacted on a very narrow stage, the range of colour is limited, and the setting (a few rocks and one dead tree) is bare. There is a good sense of movement with horses moving in different directions – notice the swishing tails and flailing hooves, the gold horse trappings, the spears, the rolling eyes of the terrified horses.
THE  UNSWEPT  ROOM

Wheeler.  pp.204-205.

This mosaic, called the ‘Unswept Room’ was found in the triclinium of a villa on the Aventine in Rome. it is probably a copy of the original laid by the greek mosaicist Sosus of Pergamum in Asia Minor. By means of tiny coloured cubes (almost certainly opus vermiculatum) the artist has represented the scraps of food which had fallen from the dinner table as well as discarded shells and a mouse.

MOSAIC  OF DRINKING  DOVES  

Wheeler. p.201, 205.
This mosaic is from Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli (early second century AD). it is a copy of an original by the famous Greek mosaicist Sosus of Pergamon and shows a dove drinking from a cantharus or wine-vessel. Two others keep watch while a third preens itself.

MOSAIC  OF  PASTORAL  SCENE  WITH  GOATS

Wheeler. pp. 189, 183.

This mosaic is also from Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli and is typical of the romantic landscape scenes favoured by the Romans.

‘The peaceful pastoral scene with goats and a goatherd…is set in a convincing, rugged landscape’.

MOSAIC  OF A  LION  ATTACKING  A  BULL
Wheeler. pp.189, 183.

This mosaic is also from Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli.

‘The lively action of a lion attacking a bull…is set in a convincing rugged landscape’.

MOSAICS  FROM  A  ROMAN  VILLA  AT  ZLITEN  IN  LIBYA
Wheeler.  pp.188, 183.

These are two mosaics from a Roman villa at Zliten in Libya (c. 200AD). The left-hand one shows horses and cattle threshing corn; the right-hand one shows small birds in a nest. Both are emblemata which would have been made b skilled craftsmen in a workshop and set. into a space left in a floor.

NILOTIC  MOSAIC

Wheeler.  pp. 188, 182.

This Nilotic mosaic with hippopotamus, crocodile and ducks.

‘Such mosaics show the influence of Alexandria on Roman art’.
 Alexandria was the cultural centre of the Mediterranean and in due course all manner of craftsmanship flourished. including the making of great Nilotic mosaics – landscapes indeed.
