
MOSAIC MAGIC
Suppose it is the first century B.C. and you are a merchant in Ostia, the port of Rome.  You import animals for the great specta​cles held in the Colosseum.  Your specialty is elephants.  How do you advertise?  How about a sign?  You cannot, of course, use flashing lights or golden arches, but you can have a mosaic showing an elephant inset in the pavement in front of your office.  

A mosaic is "a decoration made by inlaying small pieces of colored material to form a design or pattern."  In Ostia, most merchants stick to black and white mosaics.  Your elephant is your logo just as the golden arches are the symbol of McDonald's.  

The Latin word for mosaic is opus musivum.  Musivum comes from the Muses, the patron goddesses of the arts.  The Romans used floor mosaics for decoration as well as for advertisements.  At the Piazza Amerina in Sicily and also at Carthage in North Africa, we can still see brightly colored mosaics with vivid scenes of beast hunts.

Some of the most interesting ancient mosaics have been found in Pompeii and  Herculaneum, the two Italian cities buried by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 A.D.  These mosaics tell us a lot about people who lived in Roman times.  For example, we know that some of them kept watchdogs, just as some families do today.  The famous mosaic from the house of P. Paquius Proculus has a picture of a black dog and the words CAVE CANEM (Beware of the Dog).  Another mosaic in the front hall of a different Pompeian house simply spells out a welcome AVE (Hello), just as in modern houses we often find doormats with the word "Welcome." 

An interesting mosaic from the dining room floor of a Vesuvian house shows a skeleton.  Why would you want to see a skeleton while you ate?  It was a reminder that we may eat, drink, and be merry today, but tomorrow we will die.  Although these words are not written on this mosaic, there is a famous Latin phrase, Carpe diem, that sums up this idea:  Carpe diem means "Seize the day." 

Another mosaic found on several dining room floors shows bits of trash:  fruit, fish, bones, crab claws, nut shells, and a very realistic little mouse.  This type of mosaic is called an asaroton, which is Greek for "unswept."

If you wanted a mosaic in your house, you would call a mosaic dealer.  He would send over a team of workers.  The chief workman would lay out the design, using dividers, rulers, and a compass.  Next the floor would be dampened and covered with a thin layer of mortar made from powdered lime, sand, and clay.  Then the tiny fragments of colored stone called tesserae would be set in place.  The less experienced workmen would do the border and the plain background while the most skilled craftsman would do the elaborate central pictures.  

Sometimes these elaborate pictures were pre‑assembled.  The word for such a pre-assembled mosaic design is emblema (plural emblemata).  Sometimes the shapes of the figures were outlined in darker tesserae.  The line of darker tiles must have reminded people of worms, because the Latin word for worm is vermis and this technique is called opus vermiculatum.  Another kind of mosaic is called opus sectile.  In an opus sectile mosaic large tesserae of shining marble were laid in geometric patterns.  

When a tessera was too big, the craftsman had a special tool like a chisel to cut it down to size.  After all the tesserae were set in place, the whole floor was grouted with more mortar so that there were no holes.  Sometimes the entire floor was ground down for extra smoothness.

In late Roman times, mosaics came to be made of glass tesserae called smalti.  Artisans also learned to glaze tesserae with gold.  These new techniques made mosaics ideal decorations for the walls and ceilings of churches, which were often quite dark.  Mosaics can still be found in many churches today.  You can also see mosaics in pavements and signs.  Look closely at a Safeway sign next time you shop!  
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