During an excavation of Pompeii in 1831, The Alexander Mosaic was discovered in the Casa del Fauno where it decorated the floor and is now one of the most famous Roman mosaics to date. The design on the mosaic is said to be depicting of the Battle of Issus by many, whereas others believe that it may in fact represent instead the battle of Gaugamela. Whilst we cannot be sure what the mosaic depicts for certain, we can understand the significance of both the mosaic and it’s location and are able to understand things about the ancient world that may not have been discovered without.


It has been suggested that the wear patterns of the Alexander mosaic can demonstrate which areas of the mosaic were considered the most significant at the time. Beckmann said that there is “clear evidence of multiple ancient repairs in these damaged areas”[footnoteRef:1] which shows that the mosaic was clearly an important piece of art. Considering the wear patterns, a theoretical ‘tour’ of the house was constructed by Beckmann; it seems that the host would stand above the head of Darius where they would then explain the story of the mosaic to their guests whilst the guests stood at the foot of the mosaic in order to take in the whole of the mosaic. After their explanation, the guests would move on to stand to the right “around the image of the Macedonian king”[footnoteRef:2] whereas the host moved to above the head of Alexander as his guests stood in a semi circle in order to leave a gap between themselves and the host. The guests would stay here the longest. This may demonstrate the significance of the mosaic to the Romans and shows which areas were of the most interest, Alexander seemingly being the one that interested them the most. [1:  http://history-of-macedonia.com/2010/06/10/macedonia-how-alexanders-mosaic-was-seen-by-romans/]  [2:  http://history-of-macedonia.com/2010/06/10/macedonia-how-alexanders-mosaic-was-seen-by-romans/] 



The original mosaic is now located in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, but it was originally located in the House of Faun, a house of significance in ancient Pompeii and one of Italy’s, most famous landmarks today, a house that takes its name from a bronze statue of a faun outside. The house “was a residence for an elite family”[footnoteRef:3] and it’s size takes an entire city block; modern scholars are divided on the subject of the date that it was built, the most popular estimate seeming to be around 180 BC. The elite nature of the family living within would be explanatory as to why such a significant piece of art decorated the floor and allows modern scholars to have a greater understanding of the tastes of the elite in Ancient Rome. The mosaic is now displayed on the wall in the museum rather than the floor and a replica of the mosaic has been reconstructed in the House of Faun; the replica was reconstructed as accurately as possible using the same materials and techniques. The time which the mosaic would have taken to construct due to its small pieces also gives an insight into Roman architecture and the significance of historical events. [3:  https://www.thoughtco.com/house-of-the-faun-at-pompeii-169650] 



In terms of design and construction, the mosaic measures 19 by 10 feet and seems to have been made around 100 BC out of roughly 4 million tesserae applied using the ‘opus vermiculatum technique’ and was used to decorate the floor in the House of Faun, likely in the entry way. What exactly the mosaic depicts is debatable, but it is assumed that it holds a picture of Alexander leading his troops towards Darius III to engage him in battle, however, he has already turned to flee and “only his eyes [are] directed towards Alexander”[footnoteRef:4]. The Battle of Issus at which the mosaic may take place, was fought soon after the Battle of Granicus, Alexander aimed to conquer the Persians and was greatly outnumbered, having possibly as little as 30,000 men, yet he was the better tactician and therefore won the battle despite the wounds he fell victim to. The mosaic however may actually take place at the Battle of Gaugamela during which Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire was completed with a victory against the Persians despite the battle ground being chosen for Darius’ advantage- a smooth levelled area where his chariots would be most effective against the Macedonians. Regardless of which battle the mosaic depicts, Alexander is victorious. The faces of the soldiers show the horror and violence of war as Alexander and Darius battle, the mosaic seems almost confusing and realistic in its depiction of battle by the clutter of soldiers but shows the Roman interest in Alexander and whichever battle the mosaic depicts. [4:  http://alexandermosaik.de/en/] 


There is also the suggestion that the Alexander mosaic is most likely a copy of a famous Hellenistic painting that was created around 300 BC by Philoxenes for King Cassander. The painting is described by Pliny the Elder as portraying “the battle of Alexander with Darius”. It is possible that Philoxenes incorporated elements of more than one battle in his painting, causing the confusion as to which battle the mosaic depicts as “Alexander's personal moment of peril seems borrowed from the Battle at the Granicus, and the confrontation also has echoes of the Battle at Gaugamela, Alexander's ultimate victory”.[footnoteRef:5] This would explain why it is so difficult for modern scholars to make a decision as to which battle the mosaic demonstrates. Additionally, It is likely that the Romans had an appreciation for Hellenistic art, or at least this piece of art due to their copying of it. [5:  https://www.astro.rug.nl/~weygaert/alexandermosaic.html] 


Overall, although the modern world is unsure about which battle the Alexander mosaic depicts, the mosaic depicts a battle in which Alexander was victorious regardless. We are also able to have a greater understanding of some of the tastes of the Roman elite judging by the wear patterns and place in which the mosaic was discovered.
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