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6 THE MOSAIC BOOK

FOREWORD

\Worlzing asa journalist in the interior (lcsign field, I have had the good
fortune (luring the last twelve years to visit hundreds of fascinating
homes all over the world. Many of tllcm, [ came to realize, were dis-
tinguisllc(l l)y the use of mosaic (1ccoration, cither as decorative
embellishment or as a work of art prou(uy (lisplaye(l. Once conscious
of the medium, you realize it's a familiar sigllt cvcrywllcrc: on the bot-
tom of swimming puols, on the sides of the l,vmlcrgrouml station, glit-
tering behind bars at restaurants, or (liscrectly colouring the floors of
sober banks. I have even seen Cornish vi“ag‘cs adorned with pc])l)lcs,
shells and ])riglll cllippings of tile and g]ass.

And yet mosaic is not a mere (lcsig‘ncr accessory that relates purcly
to twcnlic[ll-ccntur.\' sty]c. Mosaic is the o](]cst, most durable and
most functional art [orm, with
colours that never [a(lc, and mate-
rials that withstand sun, rain,
frost or even centuries of burial.
Carlo Bertelli says in his famous
book Mosaics, ‘mosaic art flows
tllmugll llistory like a great river
tllroug‘ll a porous (lcscrt, (lisap-
pearing and reappearing againy.
Colours in carl_v mosaics tended
to l)c o[ natural stone: so[t greens,

l)luc, ocln‘c, wlliLc, terracotta and

l)lac]\’, but g‘ra(lua“y lliglllig‘llls of
glass were added. A (lazzling lzalci(loscopc of colour was introduced
with g]ass smalti l)_\' the By'/_antinc masters, who found that ])y angling
smalti in the mortar tllc_\' could create brilliant pla_\'s of lig‘llt on the
surface patterns. The ancients also believed that g]ancing ]igllts and
shards of mirror contained a ‘flash of spirit’. Which is wlly outdoor
mosaics look so ]ovc]_\' in the rain, glcaming amongst the wet {oliag‘c.

[n princip]c, mosaic is simplc to create — it can be tackled l)y any-

one who can tile a wall or g‘luc down a co“ag‘c. [n practice, it needs to
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be carefuuy conceived, designed, planned and exe-
cuted for a reaHy professional finish. For any begin—
ner, there is one important point to remember: the
simple clesign is the best design. A Complete novice
might start with some’t}ling that is regular and flat,
such as a mirror surround (see pp.42—3),/or that

does not take long to complete, such as small-scale

jewe”ery (see pp.52-5).

On a final note, I think it is important to stress
that the projects we have chosen are really intended
to be inspirational ideas to provolzc a little lateral
thinlzing and increase your unclerstanding and

appreciation of this exciting art form. Enjoy!

Celia Goodrick-Clarke
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THE GLORIOUS LEGACY

At heart we are perhaps all mosaicists, for who can resist the tempta-
tion to colour in noughts, fit the last piece of a jigsaw or make patterns
with loose buttons or sweets.

The ancient art of mosaic derives from just such a basic desire for
order and ornamentation. Five thousand years ago the Sumerians cre-
ated mural patterns by driving coloured clay cones into walls, and l)y
the third century B.C. the Greeks were constructing representational
mosaics out of variously coloured uncut pel)li)les. Since these early
times man has used ‘bits’ of stone, ceramic, glass, s}lell, plas’cic and
many other more unusual materials to create mosaics for puhlic and
private l)uildings, spaces and purposes. The variety of possi}Jle applica-
tions is tremendous, including interior and exterior schemes, furni-
ture, jewellery and an enormous range of decorative o]ajects.

The permanence of the
materials used has meant that
much mosaic has survived
in good condition, inclucling
many exceptional Roman
works. Inspired l)y Hellenistic
examples, the Romans ex-
ploited the functional and
decorative qualities of the

medium to the f‘ull, using it
both for hardwearing pavi-

mental and intricate mural
decoration. Mosaics have been found across the entire area of the
Roman Empire exhi]aiting an enormous range of genres and styles -
from conventionalized compositions clepicting the gods to closely
observed scenes of everyday life, simple monochrome ‘silhouette’
images, detailed studies of animals and an inexhaustible repertoire of
abstract border and infill clesigns.

During the reign of Emperor Justinian (A.D. 518-27) Roman,

Barbarian and Eastern influences contributed to the fruition of the

The pane/ a/epicting the Triump}I o]/
Neptune (below /eft), which dates ][rom
the first lﬂa/fof the third century A.D.,
demonstrates the sopln’stication of late
Roman mosaic in the fineness o][ its
tesserae, its close a’escrfption of
anatomical and other a/etai/, and the
broad, sinuous sweep of its composition.
The popu/arity o)[pavimenta/ mosaics
across the Roman Empire can be
attributed both to technical advances
that a//owecl][or swifter proa’uction and to
the fact that the Romans quarried
enormous quantities of/oca/ marble
wherever tlwy went. The Moroccan
pavement (i lve/ow) accords wit/1 tlze
convention ][or emblemata — more

intricate/y worked pane/s — to be inserted

within a dense framewar/e a)[ abstract
border Jcsigns.

The prcslvytery of San Vitale in
Ravenna contains two oufstanding
panc/s Jepicting Emperor Justinian and
Empress Theodora. In the formcr
(opposite), g/ass smalti, precious and
semi-precious stones are used to convey

flw SP/(?YILJDUT Of tlhl' fO[’C‘J (JVI(] crowncc/

Empcror and his retinue.
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Byzantine stylc. Christian plctorlal conventions

were lwcoming well-established, with a hierarc]ny of
images evolvingj in response to the encouragements
of patronage. Mosaic fast became a primary
medium for the decoration of Christian cllurclws, a
natural extension of the Byzantine practice of

Cla(l(ling walls with a decorative marble skin.

The mosaics of the church of San Vitale in
Ravenna, the last Imperial capital of Italy, consum-
mate]y illustrate the accomplisllments of the
periocl: the unfettered use of vibrant colour (includ-
ing the introduction of gol(l smalti); the com})ining
of different materials; and the creation of an undu-

lating surface that cxp]oits reflection.
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The Byzantine style of fifth- and sixtll-ccntmy

Ravenna was to be sustained and (lcveloped in
Venice and to reach its ultimate expression in
Constantinople, the centre of Orthodox Christian-
ity, between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Initia”y, the Renaissance saw a decline in the

practice of mosaic, but Iﬁy the mid-fifteenth century

The fas/zian _)[m' mosaic to imitate
painting reached a pcalc in the cig/n‘ccnt/z
century when arge mosaic panc/s were
executed that cmp/oyca/ similar
compositions and an enormous 'pa/cttcl
afpaintar/y hues (/cft)

Art Nouveau, and parz‘icu/ar/y its
Catalan offslmm‘, nux]crnismc, resulted
in many civic Zwi/a’ings lvcing adorned
with an exuberant agg/amcmz‘ion O/
aZﬁsl‘racl‘ and sty/i:mJ pattern [w/nu‘).

Mosaic was fm‘cgm/ to Antonio
Gaudi’s distinctive architectu re, used as

a a/ynamic and expressive means of

colouri ng f;v rm (c oppasitc)A

L .EA

"

- ™\,
0. VP el

]argc quantities of smalti were l)cing pro(luccd in
Murano, and new works were created influenced ])y
contemporary (le\'elopments in painting.

A [ascinating (lialogue ensued between painting
and mosaic, each medium imitating the other and
striving to create illusionistic effects. Panels were

worked with tesserae so fine as to have a scemingly
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smooth texture and church interiors were fre-
quently paintcd in imitation of gol(l mosaic.

But it was in the late sixteenth entury that
Renaissance mosaic reached its apogee in the enor-
mous works for St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, their
compositions suffused with the paintcrly qualities
that made Ghirlandaio (as repor’te(] ])y Vasari)
remark that mosaic was ‘La vera pittura per [eter-
nita’ (tlle true way of painting for eternity).

By the eiglltecn’cll century Rome was firmly
established as a great centre for mosaic, studio
llavin.\: been set up within the Vatican, the primary
aim of which was to pm(l » further monumental
works for St Peter’s. At the same time as these
massive pancls were lwcing cxccu‘w(l, llowcvcr, there
also existed in Rome a vogue for miniature mosaic
using tesserae ]mrcly visible to the naked eve.

The eclectic historicism of the nineteenth cen-
tury fuelled a revival of arts and crafts of all lein(ls,
including mosaic, which became incrcasinglv wi(lely
practiscc], with dedicated schools springing up to
serve ]arge pu])lic commissions (inclu(ling‘ St Paul’s
Cathedral in London and the Paris Qpcra). The

famous woresllop of Antonio Salviati in Murano

was a paltlullar success, pro(lucing fine rcpro(luc-
tions of historic mosaics for worldwide export.

At the turn of the century, lunvcvcr, the bur-
geoning Art Nouveau movement I)cg‘an to loosen
the ties that had bound mosaic to an imitative, rep-
resentational languagc, allowing the introduction
of pure pattern, abstracted and s’tylizul forms.

Relative]y or(linary l)uil(lings in major cities, most

nota]wly Paris, Barcelona and Praguc, (lcvclopcd a

CTION 11

¢ ’ - . .
1'61511 O{ maosaic (1cc01‘at10n, an(] Barcclona m par-

ticular was (listinguisllcd ])y the exuberant and idio-
syncratic creations of the architect Antonio Gaudi.
His influence was to fortc a patll towach u)mplotc
freedom of expression in mosaic, encouraging s such
artists as Klimt, Ch aga]l and Kokoschka to (lesign

for this most en(luring of media.
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TOOLS AND MATERIALS

Tesserae

These are the basic })uilding blocks that form the mosaic. At the start
of any mosaic project it is advisable to have planned and prepare(l suf-
ficient tesserae to complete it. Listed below are the most common
types, but to these may be added a host of other objects and materials,
inclucling semi-precious stones, shells, buttons, fau.\‘ gdems and pearls.
Smalti These rcctangular chunks of opaque glass - generally 10x 15
x 7/ mm (% x %2 x Y4 in) are hand-made in Italy, available in an enor-
mous range of colours, and offer an irregular, lligllly light-reﬂcctive
Surface. Sold ]’)y the 11a1{: lzilo, tlley are of a stan(]ar(] price regardless O{:
their colour, altllough gold and silver (plain or ‘ripplc’) are more expen-
sive, 11aving finely beaten precious metal sandwiched between a thick
layer of coloured glass and a thinner veneer of plain glass. These may
be used with either side uppermost, depending upon the effect dcsire(l;
their standard size is 20 x 20 x 4 mm (% x %4 x Y16 in).

Vitreous glass These lozenges of opaque glass — 20 x 20 x 4 mm
(% x % x Y6 in) — are smooth on the front and sliglltly corrugatccl on
the back to provicle lzey. Their range of colours is not quite as wide as
that of smalti, but they are strong, less expensive (tlwugll the price of
different colours varies), lligl"l]y weather resistant and very easy to cut
with nippers (see p.13). These tesserae may be l)ougllt loose in a mixed
l)ag, in single colours, or stuck face down on paper, maleing them ideal
for the indirect method (see pp.18-19).

Marble Althoug}l somewhat difficult to cut (see p.13), marble offers a
fantastic natural range of colours and patterns. [t may cither be pol—
ished or left matt, in which case it should be sealed.

Stones and pcl)l-)/es Hard stones are prcfera})le, e.g. ﬂints, quartz,
granite and limestone. Stones and pe]ol)les should be (Jeeply embedded
in a cement base.

Ceramic tesserae These range from plain white household tiles,
which may be painted and fired, to small earthenware tiles and broken
croclzery. Whilst the variety is endless, and the material gencra“y easy

to cut, ceramic can be vulnerable to frost.

Tesserae-cutting tools, lcssemc-fi.\'ing
g/ucs and adhesives, and health and
sa/uty equipment (above). Clockwise f‘mm
top: sca/pc/; Sian/ey /cmfc; pa/ette leni)[c;

; ;
g/ass cutter; gcncra/—purposc engineer s

p/fers; ﬂat—edgcd p/r'crs; spring-/am{m/
nippers; /mmmcr; dust mask; gogg/cs;
scissors; brown paper; cement tile
adhesive; gum arabic; PVA adhesive;
rubber spatu/a.
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Tesserae-cutting tools

In addition to the primary tools below, most
mosaicists will find it useful to have pliers, a glass
cutter and a hammer.

Nippers (mosaic cutters or tile nippers). These are
ideal for fasl’lioning vitreous glass and ceramic into

fairly precise shapes (see p.17). The spring—loaclecl

The most traditional and most eﬁ[ective
o/ tools for cutting smalti, marble and
stone, tlze Zzammer and hardie (tlze latter
sometimes called a bolster blade) may

be purclzasea’ on/y ][rom specia/ist
supp/iers (see p.120). In order to provide

a firm and secure cutting ea’ge, the
hardie is genera//y embedded in the

sawn-oﬁ[enal ofa /og ana’for added
cl’ural)i/ity both the a’istinctive, curved
hammer and the hardie may be tippetj
with tungsten carbide. To cut a tessera,
hold the mosaic material between the
thumb and)[f'nger o][ the ]eﬂ hand (or
riglzt llanalfor /eft-lrana’ers), its /ongest
ec]ge across the blade. Hold the hammer
in the rig}zt hand (or /e][t ][or /eﬂ-l’:ana’ers),
positionec{ so as /igln‘/y to strike the
mosaic material a’irect/y above the hardie
blade’s erjge. Practice is requireal to

master accurate cutting.

variety is less arduous for long-term use.

Hammer and hardie A traditional tool, compris-
ing an anvil and a hammer (see caption above), used
primarily for cutting marble and smalti. I(leally,
both parts should be tungsten-tipped for strength,

and the hammer should be in proportion with the
size of the hardie.



