Roman Mosaics


Alexander Mosaic: House of the Faun Pompeii
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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 at the Battle of Issus in 333 BC.  The mosaic is thought to have been copied from a contemporary painting either by Philaxenon or Aristeides of Thebes.  Parts of the work have been damaged but the tumultuous battle scene is rendered with a vivid sense of drama.  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 is about to launch a spear at the terrified Darius  (Look at the eyes) who has his hand stretched out in a gesture of supplication.  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 fate 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 in 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.  Also notice the gold trappings of the Persians.

[image: image2.jpg]170 (above) Nilotic mosaic with hippopotamus, crocodile and ducks. Such mosaics show
the influence of Alexandria on Roman art




Nilotic = anything to do with River Nile

This Nilotic mosaic with hippopotamus, crocadile and ducks shows the strong Egyptian influence on Roman art.
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A Mosaic from Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli, showing a lion attacking a bull.





This Mosaic dates C .200 A.D from a Roman villa at Zliten in Libya.  It shows horses and cattle threshing corn.





This mosaic also from Zliten in Libya shows small birds in a nest.  Both mosaics from Zliten would have been made by skilled craftsmen in a workshop and then set into a space left in the floor.





This mosaic is from Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli south of Rome.  It depicts a peaceful pastoral scene with goats and a goatherd.  The landscape is rugged and convincing.





Mosaic of an unswept floor found in the triclinium of a villa on the Aventine Hill in Rome.  It is probably a copy of the original laid by the Greek mosaicist Sosus at Pergamum in Asia Minor.  By means of tiny coloured cubes  the artist has represented the scraps of food which had fallen from the dinner table as well as other sweepings and a mouse.
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