Alexander Mosaic: Battle of Issus
The image shows a Roman mosaic of a Greek battle scene. The battle is believed to be the battle of Issus in 333BC in which Alexander the Great defeated Darius III.[footnoteRef:1] The mosaic was found in the House of the Faun during the excavation of Pompeii in October 1831 and May 1832.[footnoteRef:2] The presence of a Greek battle scene in an ancient Roman province shows the idea of the Roman obsession with Greek art and Alexander the Great.[footnoteRef:3] The excavator was Carlo Bonucci.[footnoteRef:4] The House of the Faun was the most lavish villa in Pompeii and the mosaic was located in between two peristyles between two open courtyards with large columns surrounding, making it the most elaborate house in Pompeii.[footnoteRef:5] The mosaic has been dated to 100BC.[footnoteRef:6] The mosaic is partially damaged and depicts a battle scene where two commanders face each other in the thick of the battle. The mosaic is currently on display in the Archaeological Museum, Naples. [footnoteRef:7]   [1:  Briant, 1996, p52-53]  [2:  Hirst, 2017]  [3:  Zucker, Harris. Khan Academy video, 5:24-5:39]  [4:  Hirst, 2017]  [5:  Harris. Khan Academy Video, 4:11-4:22]  [6:  Khan Academy, About Alexander Mosaic]  [7:  Khan Academy, About Alexander Mosaic] 

The Alexander mosaic is believed to have been created from a painting which has since been destroyed in time.[footnoteRef:8] The painting on which it is supposedly based is of Greek origin and a description of it has survived in the writings of Pliny the elder. [footnoteRef:9] Pliny describes that an artist, Philoxenos, painted the battle between Alexander and Darius III.[footnoteRef:10] It has been thought that the composition of the mosaic is more suited to a painting rather than a mosaic and it is in the way the mosaic is set out that the idea of a previous painting comes to light.[footnoteRef:11] The mosaic has action focused on the foreground and a bare sky above in which the spearheads are pointed out in different directions and there is a single dead tree behind Alexander. The composition is more suited to a painting which would be seen on a wall rather than a floor mosaic.[footnoteRef:12] The composition gives Darius III’s army more of the space compared to Alexander and this may give reference to the battle itself as Darius III had a much larger army than Alexander.[footnoteRef:13]  [8:  Harris. Khan Academy Video, 2:30-2:40]  [9:  Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 36.]  [10:  Harris. Khan Academy Video, 3:22-3:37]  [11:  Zucker. Khan Academy Video, 3:11-3:20]  [12:  Zucker. Khan Academy Video, 3:03-3:20]  [13:  Briant, 1996, p52-53] 

The mosaic depicts a very detailed image of the battle of Issus between Alexander the Great (Achaemenid Empire) and Darius III’s King of Persia. The depiction shows the crucial turning point of the battle where Alexander made an unpredictable move on the right flank to turn the battle to his side and he was victorious.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Zucker, Harris. Khan Academy Video, 0:16-0:31] 

The details of the battle itself are debated as there are multiple sources of information from ancient sources. For example, Hammond draws attention to the conflicting accounts from Callisthenes in the works of Polybius 12.5-22 (FGrH124 F 35), Diodorus (17.33.1 and 6, and 34.9), Plutarch’s Alexander 20.8 and Curtius Rufus (3.8.27-11.20).[footnoteRef:15] However, it is agreed that the battle happened as a result of Alexander trying to conquer the known world at the time and he had resistance from Darius III who did not like the Macedonian influence spreading.[footnoteRef:16] Details of the battle including the number of soldiers on each side, infantry, cavalry, weaponry and chariots used had been recorded differently. The authenticity of these details in the Roman depiction of the Greek battle could be evidence that the artist had these sources too.  [15:  Hammond, 396-398]  [16:  Harris, Zucker. Khan Academy Video, 2:01-2:11 ] 

Darius III fled at the end of the battle which can be seen in the mosaic by the twisting of the horses and spears. Martin writes that Alexander had two choices either to chase Darius III or go back and help his general and army in the left flank who was in trouble.[footnoteRef:17] According to Briant he decided to go help the left flank which confirmed his victory even if he was not able to capture Darius III but instead captured Darius III’s wife, children and gold.[footnoteRef:18]  In the mosaic, many different soliders are pictured with weapons including spears pointing in a range of directions. During the battle, they used chariots and horses to fight which are present in the mosaic.  [17:  Martin, 1996, p193]  [18:  Briant, 1996, p4] 

As it is believed to be a copy of a Greek painting that no longer exists it demonstrates the Roman obsession with Greek art and Alexander the Great producing a copy with so much detail. As previously mentioned the mosaic was excavated from the house of the Faun, Pompeii which was the fanciest house at the time and whoever owned it was likely to be extremely wealthy. The impressive artistic style of the mosaic is naturalistic, realistic and dynamic which would have been a challenge to achieve in mosaic. The mosaic is made up of one million and a half tesserae of stone and glass.[footnoteRef:19] The tesserae would have been chosen from the colour range of marble found in nature, and this meant sourcing of the tesserae was highly specialized as there was so much used.[footnoteRef:20] The mosaic technique was also highly developed in the skill of the craftsmanship and the artist with a supporting team, so it looked as much like the alleged Greek painting as possible. According to Davies the technique used for laying the tesserae in gentle arcs was known as ‘opus vermiculatum’ or ‘worm work’ and this technique is used in the mosaic.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  Zucker. Khan Academy Video, 4:40-4:43]  [20:  Davies, 2007, p246 ]  [21:  Davies, 2007, p246] 

The significance of the dead tree is suggested in the article ‘Collective Papers on Alexander the Great’ by Ernest Badian, where dead trees are used in funerary art as artistic symbolism.[footnoteRef:22] The presence of a dead tree in the Alexander mosaic, may not only suggest links between the tomb of Philip II and the mosaic but also that the dead tree symbolises death.[footnoteRef:23] The presence of the dead tree in the mosaic could also symbolize the death of the Persian Empire.    [22:  Badian, 2012]  [23:  Badian, 2012] 

The Alexander mosaic even though damaged is a fine example of a Roman mosaic. It is unique in that it possibly depicts a lost Greek painting giving us an insight into a form of Greek art which is extremely rare in today’s world. The subject of the mosaic highlights the important connection between the Greek and Roman worlds and in particular the Roman fascination with Greek history and its leaders.   
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