Emily Sykes	1700547	CLAH4007
[image: TSD_logo2010]
Undergraduate assignment feedback form
(to be completed by marker)


	Student Name:
Emily Sykes

	Module title:
Defenders, Conquerors, Vanquished: Greek and Hellenistic History
	Student number:

1700547

	For completion by marker:
Comments:












	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	Provisional mark: 
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board. 





[bookmark: _GoBack]The Alexander Mosaic at the House of the Faun

The image is of the Alexander Mosaic, found at the House of the Faun in Pompeii in 1831[footnoteRef:1]. This mosaic has been dated to approximately 100 BCE. The Alexander Mosaic is made up of over 1,000,000 pieces of tesserae, and can now be found in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, being moved there in 1843[footnoteRef:2]. The mosaic measures 8 ft 11 in x 16 ft x 10 in[footnoteRef:3]. It is partly damaged but the image clearly depicts a dynamic battle scene in which two commanders face each other, one in a chariot and the other on horseback. The foreground is filled with horses and men, all of which are fighting, while the background includes spears and a dead tree. The mosaic is surrounded by a geometric 3D-effect border, with each corner containing a star design within a square. A narrow strip at the foreground of the mosaic is plain brown tesserae and does not appear to be a part of the battle scene. The quality of the image shows great artistic skill with detailed portraits of individual soldiers, naturalistic representation of figures and horses, and creates a sense of the violence and action of the battle. [1:  Bowen 2017]  [2:  Bowen 2017]  [3:  Honour, Fleming 2006: 178] 


The image of the mosaic is thought to have been a Roman copy of a Greek painting that has since been lost, which is dated to the early 3rd century BC.[footnoteRef:4] Professor Harris suggests that the painting that Pliny describes could be the original Greek painting of the battle that was recreated in the mosaic,[footnoteRef:5] as the ancient historian writes: ‘Among his pupils, were ... Philoxenus of Eretria, who painted … a picture representing one of the battles between Alexander and Darius’.[footnoteRef:6] One problem with this source is the lack of description of the painting, as the many battles between Alexander and Darius were famous, and there will have been many paintings showing them. However, there is the possibility that this description is of the lost Greek painting that the famous Alexander mosaic is a copy of[footnoteRef:7].  [4:  Woodford 1992: 68.]  [5:  Alexander Mosaic from the House of the Faun, Pompeii. Khan Academy. 2:28-2:40]  [6:  Pliny. Nat. 36.282]  [7:  Alexander Mosaic from the House of the Faun, Pompeii. Khan Academy. 2:28-2:40] 


The mosaic itself demonstrates the Classical Greek naturalism form, showing the dynamic motions of the battle, and the soldiers expressions and feelings towards the fight. The horses are shown in a variety of angles, further expressing the chaos of the battle, with one on the floor appearing to be bleeding, if not dead.

With the House of the Faun in Pompeii, this helps the audience to understand how it’s in such good condition; the volcanic eruption will have damaged it slightly, but overall will have helped preserve it through the years. As Mureddu writes, the owner of this mosaic will have been quite high in the social hierarchy, and a ‘prestigious member of the Pompeian community’[footnoteRef:8]. By owning a copy of a Greek painting the size it is, the owner most likely owned more mosaics like this to decorate the House of the Faun, further showing their level of wealth and status in Roman society. [8:  Mureddu: 56] 


In The Unified Plan of the House of the Faun, it is debated whether if the mosaic was originally part of the first peristyle, with Hoffmann arguing it was not, and Dwyer saying the mosaic was too great and would have had such a large impact that it ‘would not be an exaggeration to say that the rest of the house had been designed and built around the site’ and that it surely would have been part of the original plans due to the ‘planning of the Tuscan atrium’[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Dwyer 2001: 336] 


On the left behind the battle there is a broken, dead tree; in Mureddu’s work, she mentions that the tree ‘portrays a human posture’ and there is a possibility it could be a Persian death symbol[footnoteRef:10]. With this, the mosaic’s creator, and possibly the original painter, would have been back-shadowing – the tree almost indicates that Darius was going to lose the battle, especially with Darius turning around to escape Alexander. [10:  Mureddu: 54] 


The shield in the foreground shows the reflection of a fallen soldier; his expression clearly indicates his fear and distress levels from the battle. What will have been especially stressful for Darius and the Persian Empire will have been the number of soldiers on the opposing sides, with Alexander only having approximately 30,000 troops, and Darius having as many as 100,000[footnoteRef:11]; despite this, Alexander continued to win using his strength in strategy. [11:  Tucker 2011] 


The National Archaeological Museum of Naples has commented on the technique of this mosaic, calling it opus vermiculatum, ‘a technique of mosaic which uses very small tesserae’[footnoteRef:12]. This helps with the artistic effect of the mosaic, allowing the creator to use more colour and show much more details than using larger tesserae. [12:  National Archaeological Museum Naples] 

Such extravagant mosaics were not common in the Roman world, especially in a private area; this means the owner and commissioner was very high in the social hierarchy. The mosaic was also the largest of all in the House of the Faun, and was placed in the exedra, where the art piece would have been on show to those who entered the House of the Faun. What is interesting and makes the mosaic obviously Greek is how it is naturalistic rather than geometric; traditionally Roman mosaics are geometric, using their own ways and designs to present their art. However, it is also known that the Romans loved what the Greeks had, especially their myths which were absorbed into Roman culture with Latin names. This copy of the Greek painting highlights and confirms their admiration of the Greeks, and with their typical mosaics being ones of mythology, emphasises how Alexander is mythologised as a godly being.
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