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Gobbet Analysis: The Alexander Battle Mosaic: 
Displayed within the image is one of the mosaics found among the ruins of decorated houses in Pompeii. This mosaic in particular was found in The House of the Faun along with many other statues, mosaics and art works found hidden in the preserved residence. The mosaic can currently be found on display in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Nappoli in Italy.[footnoteRef:1] The now fragmentary mosaic shows a battle scene of some description. The image on the right presenting fallen men in full armour, spears directed towards those on the left, horses drawing a chariot mid turn and an elevated man riding said chariot who appears to be leading those around him. The left hand side is however harder to make out due to missing pieces. We can clearly see a man riding towards the aforementioned chariot on horseback, as well as those accompanying him further forward in the image, but much of the foreground is now missing. In order to interpret the image we must first identify the key features of the mosaic, such as the two men shown clearly among a sea of soldiers, and then determine what they can tell us about the battle being depicted.  [1:  Musero Archeologico Nazionale di Nappoli] 


It is believed among modern scholarship that the mosaic shows both Alexander the Great and Darius III during battle at Issus. This battle was recorded and retold by many ancient historians and details shared within the historical works can be found within the mosaic too. For example the man on the left of the image has been identified as Darius the Persian King because he is frequently referenced as being in a chariot during this battle although he did this in others too.[footnoteRef:2] He can also be identified through the clothing he is seen wearing. We should focus on the headdress in particular which was associated with the Persian style and shown as such in a great many images found elsewhere all around the Aegean.[footnoteRef:3] What is striking about this portrayal of Darius is perhaps in the pleading somewhat fearful look represented on his face. With wide eyes and a down turned mouth and eyebrows he looks to be almost speaking to his pursuer and asking for mercy over the heads of his fallen and fighting men. This is further shown by the outstretched hand reaching towards the on coming enemy.  [2:  Diodorus Siculus, Library of World History, 17.34.3 - 6.
Quintus Curtius, History of Alexander, 3.3.12-13.
Arrian, Anabasis of Alexander, 3.15.171-172]  [3:  Houston, M.G., Hornblower, F.S. 1920, 81 ] 

Alexander can be identified in much the same way although it is significantly harder to do given the missing lower section of the male figure he is believed to be. An expected image of Alexander is present on the left showing a young man with a gold wreath atop his head of wavy hair. This imagery is similar to busts and reliefs depicting him also.[footnoteRef:4] The figure can be seen wearing a highly decorated typically Greek chest armour piece as was the standard of Alexander.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Art Resource, 2011]  [5: Quintus Curius, History of Alexander, 4.4.
Arrian, Anabasis of Alexander, 1 / 6] 

The representation of Alexander within the mosaic is somewhat atypical however as he is shown with brown hair where often he is described and painted with blonde perhaps to reinforce the lion like qualities and imagery often used for political propaganda purposes.[footnoteRef:6] Although, it has been suggested that perhaps the image of Alexander used during his time and long after are not intended to show the true image of the man himself but more to use him as a, "chameleonlike figure (…) more a paradigm than a person".[footnoteRef:7] As such we can perhaps not expect to see any one set image of Alexander and therefore the representation is more important then likeness as it allows us to assess the intention behind the image. [6:  Aelian, Historical Miscellany, 12.14.
McIntyre, Coins Of Time]  [7:  Stewart, A. 1993. 5-6] 

The battle itself can be identified again through comparison to ancient works which recorded the battles and movement of Alexander during his eastern conquests. There have been many controversies between scholars as to which battle is actually being shown. Whilst it was widely believed and agreed to be a representation of the battle of Issus the idea that the mosaic presents not the first confrontation between Alexander and Darius but in fact the second, the battle of Gaugamela, has lead opinion to change. Both battles could be seen as somewhat similar and as such it makes it difficult to confidently determine which is being shown in the imagery of the mosaic. The battle of Issus was fought along the Pinarus river on the wide plains either side of it whilst the battle of Gaugamela was fought on a vast open field near a village. However, since the background of the image fails to show any details about the geographic location of the battle there is little to assist in determining where it took place. Without knowing where the battle scene within the mosaic is set it we cannot assume to know which battle is being shown. What we do know for sure is that the Roman mosaic was based of an originally Greek painting created by a student of Nichomachus, Philoxenus of Eretria. Pliny states that King Cassander commissioned a painting to be completed showing a battle of Alexander and Darius. However which battle is not specified.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Pliny, Natural History, 35.36.108-109] 

The Roman mosaic was clearly produced as an appreciation of the original painting and displayed proudly among many other lavishly decorated walls and floors. The action created by the artist via the movement of the horses and the urgency of Darius' men trying to fight and flee was obviously intended to catch the eye of those visiting the House of the Faun. The stories of Alexander would have now been widespread knowledge and the amazement at the deeds he successfully achieved proved to stand the test of time. By having such an image on such a large scale present in ones home the owners of said home proved themselves with status, education and money. Indeed all of which would of course be extremely important to any prominent Roman figure or any one trying to become a prominent Roman figure. The intention of the piece was perhaps to show off yes but also to remember and celebrate the victories of a great man. 
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