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Mosaic Floor with Orpheus and the 

Animals, with Four Seasons in the 

Corners, Gallo-Roman, late 2nd–

early 3rd century. Stone and glass. 

The J. Paul Getty Museum

Roman mosaic pavements are one of the great artistic legacies of 
the ancient world. A common feature of private homes and public 
buildings across the Roman Empire, mosaics are not only appre-

ciated today for their beauty as art objects, but for the invaluable record 
they present of ancient life, often depicting flora and fauna, athletic 
competitions, hunting, and other everyday activities. The J. Paul Getty 
Museum is excavating eleven of its own mosaics from storage in prepara-
tion for an exhibition at the Villa next spring, Roman Mosaics across the 
Empire. 

“Mosaic floors were an essential element of ancient Roman luxury 
living, providing a very beautiful and sophisticated means of decorating 
both public buildings and private residences. This exhibition highlights 
a number of the Museum’s largest and most impressive mosaics, which 
have not been displayed for many years,” said Timothy Potts, director of 
the Getty Museum. “Their rich colors and vivid depictions of scenes from 
mythology, everyday life, and intricate decorative patterns are almost as 
fresh today as when they were first made two thousand years ago, such is 
the durability of the medium. The exhibition will also place the works in 
their original contexts, which include luxurious private villas in southern 
France and Tunisia, Roman baths and early Christian churches in Syria, 
and what we think may have been an imperial palace near Naples.”

The Getty’s collection of mosaics traces the artistry of the medium 
throughout the Roman Empire. Many come from documented archaeo-
logical contexts, and provide a glimpse into the richly embellished archi-
tectural spaces of the Roman world. Through itinerant craftsmen from 
Italy, the use of mosaics became widespread in the Roman provinces over 
the course of the first and second centuries. Adapted by different regions, 
the dispersion of this quintessential art form in domestic, public, and 
religious settings worked as a unifying cultural expression. “Although 
some are too large to display permanently, the exhibition gives us an ideal 
chance to restudy, conserve, and reassemble these striking pavements.” 
said Claire Lyons, curator of antiquities at the Getty. 

Dating from the second through the sixth centuries, the mosaics in 
the Getty’s collection being prepared for the exhibition exemplify styles 
characteristic of mosaic production spanning the Roman Empire from its 
center in Italy to major provincial centers in North Africa, southern Gaul 
(France), and the coast of Syria (present-day Turkey). 
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wild ass. Although set in a natural landscape, the 
appeal of this scene for the Roman viewer lay in 
the immense popularity of wild beast fights staged 
as public entertainment in the amphitheater. The 
small size of the fragment suggests that it might be 
only part of a much larger floor depicting several 
scenes.

Gaul
The earliest mosaics in Gaul were also influenced 
by contemporary Italian traditions. However, 
local craftsmen quickly incorporated their own 
designs and themes to create distinctive Gallo-
Roman styles. Characteristic of workshops in the 
upper Rhone River valley is the so-called “multiple 
décor” design, which isolates individual figures or 
scenes in an elaborate grid-like framework. The 
Getty’s mosaic of Orpheus and the Animals is typi-
cal of this style, with animals set within a pattern 
of interlocking hexagons surrounding a bust of 
Orpheus. The mosaic represents a popular subject 
from Greek mythology, in which Orpheus charmed 
all living creatures with the music from his lyre. 
Discovered in 1899, the mosaic was one of several 

Italy
The production of mosaic pavements using tes-
serae (small cubes of stone or glass) was wide-
spread throughout Italy by the first century BC. 
Mosaics decorated public and private buildings 
alike with complex geometric designs and narra-
tive scenes.

The Getty’s mosaic floor with a Bear Hunt was 
unearthed in 1901 in the town of Baiae on the Bay 
of Naples, home to many Roman emperors and 
aristocrats. At the time of its discovery, Italian 
architects and archaeologists working for the 
Naples Archaeological Museum suggested that 
the mosaic may have decorated the great room of 
a bath. The mosaic was lifted from the ground, but 
portions of it remained in situ owing to its large 
scale and poor condition.

The center of the mosaic depicts a bear hunt. 
Four hunters holding staffs drive bears into a large, 
semi-circular net tied to a pair of trees. Two of 
the bears turn their heads back as if to snarl at the 
hunters. Inscriptions identify two figures as Lucius 
and Minus. Both inscriptions are preserved on 
panels in the Getty, but Minus himself appears on 

a panel that remained behind in Naples. A scroll-
ing vine along the outer border of the mosaic sur-
rounds images of fruit, armed cupids, and animals. 
A large face enveloped in acanthus leaves decorates 
the corner of the mosaic.

North Africa
More mosaics are preserved in the Roman prov-
inces of North Africa than anywhere else in the 
Roman Empire. From the second century on, 
numerous public buildings and wealthy villas were 
decorated with ornately designed mosaic floors.

Although the earliest mosaics in North Africa 
copied Italian black-and-white patterned mosaics 
like the Getty’s Mosaic Floor with Medusa from 
Rome (on view in the Getty Villa’s Auditorium 
lobby), a local style soon emerged preferring the 
use of vibrant color for both figural and decora-
tive compositions. The Getty’s Lion Attacking an 
Onager, discovered near Hadrumetum (present-
day Sousse in Tunisia) displays a vivid use of 
color and finely detailed composition, almost 
like a painting. The scene in the mosaic depicts 
a lion tearing into the back of a fallen onager, or 

that decorated the floors of a wealthy Roman villa 
in Saint-Romain-en-Gal, one of the centers of 
mosaic production in the region.

The cities further south were dependent pri-
marily on the workshops of Aix-en-Provence, 
which developed a more conservative tradition, 
limited mostly to monochrome compositions (usu-
ally white with a black border). More expensive 
mosaics from this area, found almost exclusively 
in wealthy Roman villas, included colorful central 
panels with detailed figural scenes illustrating epi-
sodes from mythology and literature. The Getty’s 
Combat between Dares and Entellus, a subject 
taken from Virgil’s Aeneid (5.362-482), illustrates 
the conclusion of a boxing match in Sicily between 
a young Trojan, Dares, and Entellus, an older 
local Sicilian. Entellus, the victor, claims a large 
white bull as his prize. A second mosaic (now in 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art), repre-
senting a scene of Diana and Callisto from Ovid’s 
Metamorphosis, decorated an adjacent room in the 
same villa. The pair will be reunited in the Getty 
exhibition this spring. 

The site of this Gallo-Roman villa, first exca-
vated in 1900 near the town of Villelaure (twenty 
miles north of Aix-en-Provence) has recently 
been threatened by modern construction. In 2006 
the local community intervened to preserve the 
area, prompting new excavations that unearthed 
additional foundations of the villa. Currently, the 
association of Villa Laurus en Luberon is working 
not only on the preservation of the ancient site, but 
also the foundation of a new study center for mosa-
ics. Mosaicist and scholar Mr. André Girod has 
acted as liaison on behalf of the association during 
the organization of the exhibition.

“Our partnership with Villelaure has provided 
access to invaluable archival material on the mod-
ern history and recent excavations of this other-
wise little-known Gallo-Roman villa,” said Alexis 
Belis, curator of the exhibition. “Visitors to the 
exhibition will have the rare opportunity to view 
the Getty’s Combat between Dares and Entellus 
and LACMA’s Diana and Callisto mosaics together 
with this new archaeological evidence.”

Syria
The course of mosaic production in the eastern 
Mediterranean evolved directly from Greek, 
rather than Italian, traditions. The influence of 
Hellenistic narrative painting, which frequently 
depicted subjects from classical mythology, 
dominated Syrian mosaics well into the Christian 

From left:

Mosaic Floor with Diana and Cal-

listo Surrounded by Hunt Scenes, 

Gallo-Roman, 3rd century. Colored 

marble, limestone, and glass 

tesserae. Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, The Phil Berg 

Collection, www.lacma.org

Mosaic Floor with Combat 

Between Dares and Entellus, 

Gallo-Roman, about 175. Stone 

and glass tesserae. The J. Paul 

Getty Museum

Mosaic Fragment with Peacock 

Facing Left, Roman Syria, 5th–6th 

century. The J. Paul Getty Mu-

seum, Gift of William Wahler
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The Getty Conservation Institute (GCI) has been working 
internationally for more than twenty-five years to improve 
the state of conservation of mosaics in situ. In 2008, the GCI, 
Getty Foundation, the International Centre for the Study 
of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property 
(ICCROM) in Rome, and the International Committee for 
the Conservation of Mosaics (ICCM), partnered to create 
MOSAIKON— a strategic regional program which aims to 
build upon our collective knowledge and resources to create 
a better future for the Mediterranean region’s mosaic heri-
tage. Through a series of interrelated activities, MOSAIKON 
aims to build capacity, develop replicable models of best 
practice, and promote the dissemination and exchange of 
information regarding the conservation and management of 
archaeological mosaics throughout the southern and eastern 
Mediterranean region, both those in situ and those in muse-
ums and storage. 

One element of MOSAIKON is a model conservation 
project at Bulla Regia, an important Roman and Byzantine-
era city located in northwest Tunisia. This project builds 
on over ten years of training in situ mosaic conservation 
technicians, in collaboration with the Institut National du 
Patrimoine (INP), and relies on those technicians based at 
the site to carry out most of the mosaic conservation work. 
The project demonstrates the impact of these training activi-
ties and epitomizes a sustainable approach to conservation 
practice through its reliance on local resources and materi-
als. The implementation component of the project focuses on 
the conservation and presentation of an entire building, the 
Maison de la Chasse, one of the emblematic structures of the 
site with its underground level of well-preserved, exquisite 
mosaic floors. 

The second component of the project is the development 
of a conservation and maintenance plan for almost four hun-
dred excavated mosaics throughout the site. By developing a 
replicable planning methodology and producing a planning 
document for Bulla Regia’s mosaics, the project is filling a 
need not only at the site but for the entire region. Based on 
an assessment of the mosaics as well as the resources avail-
able to conserve and manage the site, a pragmatic, sustain-
able approach is also being taken in the planning. While still 
presenting mosaics to the public, many others are being 
protected through preventive measures such as reburial, an 
important long-term management tool. These integrated 
approaches will create an effective model that can be adapted 
and used for similar sites in the region. 

period. By the middle of the fifth cen-
tury, however, the prominence of large 
narrative themes diminished in favor 
of smaller figural subjects set within 
abstract designs. 

The Getty’s Mosaic floor with 
Animals from the Bath of Apolausis 
at Antioch (present-day Antakya, 
Turkey) exemplifies this tendency, in 
which very modest animal scenes of 
a hare eating grapes and birds peck-
ing at foliage are subordinate to an 
elaborate decorative framework. At the 
same time, a new selection of images 
developed to fit the needs of a grow-
ing number of churches being estab-
lished throughout the region. Vegetal 
elements such as the scrolling vine 
were used to frame an assortment of 
animals, similar to those in the Getty’s 
mosaic panels thought to belong to a 
church in Homs, Syria, which include 
peacocks, lions, bulls, and birds, allud-
ing to the Christian vision of paradise.

MOSAIKON: Conserving  
Mosaics at Bulla Regia

and cleaning all the fragments that 
will be going on view, there still was a 
challenging issue to resolve. Some frag-
ments were disfigured by dark-brown 
staining that marred their appear-
ance. Unfortunately, stain reduction 
techniques on porous surfaces like 
mosaics can take a long time, and risk 
doing more harm than good. However, 
the team decided to investigate what 
improvements might be possible. 

“Because the stains were generally in 
a line, we assumed this probably had to 
do with the rusted iron rebar,” explained 
Sanchez. “Iron supports in the cement 
eventually corrode and cause staining 
as well as fracturing of the cement and 
tesserae. Our assumption was that the 
stains came from iron.”

With this in mind, the team tested 
several cleaning solutions designed 
to target iron. Although the solu-
tions showed some measured success, 
the effects were minimal. A sample 
of the staining was sent to the Getty 
Conservation Institute for analysis. 
Using a Gas Chromatography/Mass 
Spectrometry (GC/MS) instrument, 
which identifies different organic com-
pounds in a sample, the coating was 
identified as a coal-derived product 
such as bitumen, or tar. Directed by 
these results, the team used an appro-
priate solvent to dissolve and draw 
the stain out of the mosaic without 
damaging the tesserae or mortar. The 
stains have been significantly reduced, 
improving the overall aesthetic quality 
of the piece for exhibition. 

Once treatment is completed, a spe-
cial metal armature will be built in order 
to install the mosaic on the Villa gallery 
floor, as it would have been in its origi-
nal setting. The conserved fragments 
will be reunited (although only the main 
section of the mosaic will be displayed, 
due to its massive size) and fit together 
like puzzle pieces from long ago.

Roman Mosaics across the Empire 
will be on view at the Getty Villa from 
March 30 through September 12, 2016.

Conserving Mosaics
Through careful and collaborative 
efforts, Getty conservators are work-
ing to ready mosaics that have not 
been seen in decades for display. At 
the time of publication, the Bear Hunt 
mosaic filled the conservation studio. 
The mosaic, measuring approximately 
28 feet long x 22 feet high, had been 
divided into twenty-three panels 
after its removal in 1906—weighing 
in at a mighty 16,000 pounds. When it 
was lifted over a century ago, the sec-
tions were backed with iron rebar and 
cement. Now the conservation team—
Eduardo Sanchez, Jeffrey Maish, and 
former graduate intern Sara Levin—
have to contend with old restorations, 
applying the technologies of today. 

They began by removing the coat-
ing that had been applied during a 
previous restoration campaign in 1982, 
which had become slightly discolored 
over time. After reducing the coating 

Associate Conservator Eduardo San-

chez carefully removes a thick layer 

of glossy and darkened arcylic coating 

from the Bear Hunt mosaic’s surface, 

which was applied during a previous 

conservation campaign.
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