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This book provides a comprehensive account of mosaics
of the ancient world from the early pebble mosaics of
Greece to the pavements of Christian churches in the east.
Separate chapters in part 1 cover the principal regions of
the Roman Empire in turn, in order to bring out the dis-
tinctive characteristics of their mosaic workshops.
Questions of technique and production, of the role of
mosaics in architecture, and of their social functions and
implications are treated in part 1. The book discusses
both well-known works and recent finds, and balances
consideration of exceptional masterpieces against stan-
dard workshop production. Two main lines of approach
are followed throughout: first, the role of mosaics as a
significant art form, which over an unbroken span illumi-
nates the evolution of pictorial style better than any com-
parable surviving medium; and secondly, their character
as works of artisan production closely linked to their
architectural context.
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of The Mosaics of Roman North Africa and has published
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Preface

WHEN, IN the mid-1960s, I first became interested in
late Roman mosaics as a topic for a doctoral thesis, it was
an eccentric choice. In the English-speaking world
Roman Art was little studied in those days, and it seemed
incredible that the humble genre of mosaic pavements
could be accorded the same sort of scholarly attention as
was given, for example, to Greek vase-painting. Indeed
the existence of the later centuries of the Roman Empire
was itself barely recognised as a part of the discipline of
Classics; the ensuing thesis was in fact submitted for the
degree of D.Phil. at Oxford to the Faculty of Modern
History, the material being deemed a couple of centuries
too late to qualify as Ancient History. It would have
seemed even more incredible then that thirty years later
the annual Bulletin of an international Society devoted to
the study of ancient mosaics (AIEMA) would exceed in
size the Année Philologique of those days.

While this increase in interest can only be gratifying to
those who have devoted themselves to this aspect of
ancient art and artisanship, it is equally clear that to write
a book about mosaics now is a very different task from
what it was then. The mass of material and the pace of its
publication — in both senses — impose ever greater chal-
lenges on the scholar. The questions that are asked of the
material are new and more complex. It is probably pre-
sumptuous for any one person to pretend that she can
control all the publications dealing with the Graeco-
Roman world in its full geographical and chronological
breadth. I have tried as best I could to see for myself the
mosaics about which I have written, and to visit both
museums and excavations old and new in most regions of
the Roman Empire; inevitably there are gaps, and there
have been many occasions when I have arrived at sites,
only to find the mosaics covered over, or the museum
closed. On the other hand, not a few of the mosaics that I
did once see have now suffered irreparable decay or have
disappeared for ever.

But presumption may be thought at times to be
justifiable. Despite the interest in mosaics, which has led
to so many individual publications or regional corpora,
there has been a dearth of syntheses which attempt to

look at the whole course of the development of the art
form. The difficulties mentioned above have been
sufficient to discourage scholars perhaps more prudent
than I from so rash an undertaking. But the result has
been that students of the ancient world have no easy
access to an important expression of ancient culture;
mosaics remain little known outside a circle of specialists,
particularly in the English-speaking world. This is the gap
that I set myself to fill, rashly or otherwise, more years ago
than I now care to remember. I completed work on the
text in 1996; in a few instances, it has been possible to take
account of publications that came to my attention since
then.

In the process I have incurred debts to those scholars
who have shown hospitality in welcoming me to excava-
tions and museums, who have answered questions, dis-
cussed problems, and given me copies of their
publications, as well as to a great many other individuals,
sometimes anonymous, who have afforded much needed
assistance in the course of my travels. I am especially
grateful to all those, from more than twenty countries,
who have furnished photographs or have granted me per-
mission to publish them. It is impossible to acknowledge
here by name all who have assisted me in these many
ways. The institutions and individuals that supplied the
illustrations used in this book are given in the list of illus-
trations, and I take this opportunity to express my thanks
to all of them once again for their co-operation and help-
fulness. While it is invidious to single out individuals
from among very many who have helped me in so many
ways, I would wish to acknowledge especially the assis-
tance and encouragement given by Janine Balty,
Demetrios Michaelides, Roger Wilson and the late
Margaret Alexander over many years. Without these
friends and colleagues this book would not have been
written, and without their help it would have more
imperfections than it has.

I have benefited over a number of years from the expe-
rience of teaching a graduate course on mosaics, and in
the process I have learnt a great deal. I am grateful to
those students whose questions caused me to rethink and
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clarify some of my most dearly held prejudices. To these
students and former students who have worked as
research assistants I owe a more specific debt: Michael
Garmaise, John Tamm, Alexis Young, Guy Chamberland,
Zographia Welch, and Bridget Day, for their assistance in
the genesis of this book. Thanks are also due to David
Meadows for his computing and graphics skills, and to
Tanya Kane for preparing two drawings.

No book like this can now be written without the
support of those institutions whose munificence alone
permits scholarly research to be undertaken and pub-
lished, especially under the increasing constraints that
beset academic life. I acknowledge with much gratitude
the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada during the long period that it
has taken to write this book. It would not have been pos-
sible to provide the essential colour illustrations but for

xxii

generous publication grants from the Millard Meiss
Publication Fund, the Dr M. Aylwin Cotton Foundation,
and the Arts Research Board of McMaster University. I
am also grateful to the staff of the Ashmolean Library for
much help over the years. Pauline Hire of Cambridge
University Press has shown patience and wisdom and
provided constant encouragement over the protracted
gestation of this book; to her, to Caroline Bundy, and the
rest of the editorial staff at Cambridge University Press,
my warmest thanks.

Above all, T owe the completion of this book to my
husband, William Slater. It is a cliché to say that the work
could not have been completed without his help; in the
particular circumstances of the final months of work on
it, it is the simple truth.

Ancaster, Ontario
November 1997
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