A MONOCHROME
MOSAICAT ISTHMIA
(PLATES97-101)

THE SPRING of 1976, Isthmia Excavations, under the direction of Paul A.
ITN
AClement, uncovered a large monochrome mosaic pavement in Room VI of the
Roman bath to the northwest of the ancient theater.1The extreme scarcity of blackand-white figured mosaics outside Italy and the good workmanshipof the floor make
this a discovery of considerableinterest. In size (7.8 x 20.2 m.) the floor is comparable
to the more ambitious Italian monochrome floors, and apart from a few swells and
cracks the pavement is in almost perfect condition.2It is now covered with sand awaiting, we hope, a roof and re-layingin the near future.
I

I wish to express here my gratitudeto Prof. Clement for inviting me to study this mosaic, and for his
enthusiasticsupportand encouragementat all times. I would like to thank Yannis Tzedakis for the photographof the Chania mosaic (P1. 101:b) with permissionto reproduceit, Carlo Pavolini for permissionto
publishthe Ostia mosaic (P1. 101:a), and T. Leslie Shear, Jr. for his assistancein obtainingthe photograph
of the Antioch mosaic (P1.101:c).
Frequentlyused referenceswill be abbreviatedas follows:
Balil
A. Balil, "El mosaico romano de lh Iglesia de San Miguel," Cuadernosde arqueologiae
historiade la cuiidad.Barcelona1, 1960, pp. 21-74.
Becatti
G. Becatti, Scavidi Ostia, IV, Mosaicie pavimentimarmorei,Rome 1961.
BlakeI
M. L. Blake, "The Pavements of the Roman Buildings of the Republic and Early
Empire," MAAR6, 1930, pp. 7-160.
Blake II
M. L. Blake, "Roman Mosaics of the second Century in Italy," MAAR 12, 1936, pp.
67-214.
Blake III
M. L. Blake, "Mosaicsof the Late Empirein Rome and Vicinity," MAAR 16, 1940, pp.
81-130.
de Tunisie M. A. Alexander, M. EnnaYfer,et al., Corplusdes mosaiquesde Tlunisie,I, i, ii, iii,
Corplus
Utiqlue,Tunis 1973, 1974, 1976.
Hinks
R. P. fhinks, Catalogueof the Greek,Etruscanand Roman Paintingsand Mosaics in the
BritishMuselum,London 1933.
Levi
D. Levi, TheMosaicPavementsof Antioch,Princeton1945.
Parlasca
K. Parlasca,Die romischenMosaikenin Deutschland,Berlin 1959.
Pernice
E. Pernice, Die hellenistischeKunst in Pompeji,VI, Pavimenteund figiirlicheMosaiken,
Berlin 1938.
Stern
H. Stern, Gallia, Suppl. X, Recueilgeneral des mosaiqulesde la Gaule, I, Provincecde
Belgiqiue,i, ii, iii, Paris 1957, 1960, 1963.
2 Our floor is 157.56 squaremeters as comparedwith 188.24 for the Ostia Neptune mosaic (Becatti, p.
48), or about 140 for Sassoferrato(Blake II, p. 151). The giant Castel Porziano mosaic is 365 square
meters (R. Paribeni, Le termedi Dioclezianoe il MAuseo
NazionaleRomano, Rome 1932, p. 90). At Isthmia
the tesserae for the entire composition, includingborders, are the same throughout,varying from 1.5 to
1.7 cm. for the most part.Though they are not very well squared,they are fitted together carefully.Beyond
the borders the perimeter of the floor consists of much larger, plain white tesserae. Further technical
aspectsof the floor will appearin the final publication.
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The floor is composed of three equal sections, the central part figured, the two
ends patterned (P1. 97).3 The central figured section is divided into two panels or
registers, each with a Nereid lounging on the serpentine back of a Triton, with a
generous accompanimentof sea life. The lower panel includes also an Eros standing on
a dolphin. Each of the patternedend sections is subdivided into four square panels: a
checkerboard, a trellis, a semis, and interlaced circles. Every panel is framed by a
narrow black band, and around and between each of the panels runs a continuous
border of pairs of rectangles alternatingwith single squares. Within the rectangles are
lozenges inscribed alternately with dolphins and fleurs-de-lis; within the squares are
concave diamonds inscribedwith extended crosslets. This very decorative border forms
the framework,clearlyarticulatingthe partsand unifyingthem into a whole.
With its geometric partitionsand its emblema-style figured panels all facing in one
direction, the Isthmia mosaic follows strictly in the Hellenistic tradition.4In the 2nd
century after Christ the black-and-whitemosaics in Italy broke with this traditionand
adoptedthe rug style of compositionin which the figures are not necessarilyoriented in
any one direction.Like an orientalcarpetthese compositionsmay often be viewed from
any point and are arrangedwith respect to the shape or function of the architectural
space being paved. By contrast, the Hellenistic panel-stylecompositionsare intended to
be viewed from only one direction, like a wall painting transferredto the floor. This
restrictsthe figured panels to a size comprehensiblefrom a single or very limited viewpoint. Panels of geometric designs often flank the figured panel either for decorative
effect or to make the composition fill an area larger or of different shape.5These geometric patterns are often derived from textiles, though later patterns are less often
textile than earlierones. At Isthmiaall four patternscould be textile.6
THE FIGUREDPANELS(Pls. 98, 99)

Of the two panels the artist has devoted greater attention to the lower, perhaps
because this is closer to the spectatorviewing the entire floor from the south, the only
"correct"direction. The figures here are more harmoniously designed and executed,
I

The arrangementof the partitionsfalls into G. Salies' first and simplest category ("Untersuchungen
zu den geometrischenGliederungsschemataromischerMosaiken," BonnJbb174, 1974, pp. 2-3).
4 Even the dolphins in the borders are oriented in the same way throughout, to be viewed from the
south or the west, with one exception at the west end.
' Althoughan exact parallelfor our compositionhas yet to be discoveredanywhere,at Antioch figured
panels are often flankedby patternworkpanels in various arrangements,e.g., the Antonine House of the
Red Pavement (Levi, p. 89, fig. 34), the Severan House of the DrinkingContest (pl. 31:a) and Portico of
Nikostratus(pl. 19:a), and the 3rd-centuryHouse of the Boat of Psyches (pl. 35:a). In Corinth the north
room of the Mosaic House (ca. A.D. 200; S. Weinberg, Corinth,I, v, The SoutheastBuilding.The Twin
Basilicas.TheMosaicHouse, Princeton1960, pl. 54) has a somewhatsimilardivision into panels, though of
differentsizes. In these cases, as at Isthmia,a continuousborderdivides and framesall.
6 According to M. L. Blake (Blake II, p. 126) all common 1st-century B.C. geometric patterns on
mosaics are also documentedon textiles. Although patternsquite similarto those at Isthmiacan be woven
on a simple four-harnessloom, there is no evidence for the use of multi-harnesslooms until considerably
later, and such designs must have been embroideredor woven pick-upfashion.
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and the marine habitat is shown in greater detail than in the upper panel. The Triton
glides to the right with wings where forelegs would appearon an ichthyocentaur.7They
somewhat mask the poor transitionbetween his serpent tail and frontal torso. In front
of him he holds a large shield with both hands, and a cloak drapes from his left shoulder. Crustacean "claws" grow from his beardless head. A couple of coils in his back
form a seat for the Nereid who balances on her left hip in a half-backwardsposition.
She leans against one of the coils, steadyingherself with her left hand on his shoulder.
The right hand holds up her veil as a sail in an arc over her head in the usual manner
(though one end disappearsmysteriously behind her back). Her remaining garment,
fallen below the waist, drapessoftly over her legs, the right drawnup, the left stretched
out across it. To the left of this peaceful group an Eros uses a switch to urge on the
dolphinwhich he stands upon and controls with a rein. They are moving in the opposite
directionfrom the Triton and Nereid, as are all the other creaturesin the lower portion
of the panel. These include two cuttlefish, a lobster (palinurus),an octopus with seven
legs, and five fish apparently representing four types. The rear pair are probably
intended to be the same variety, possiblymullet (mullus).8
In the upper panel the ichthyocentaurgallops along toward the left, his misplaced
left foreleg hiding the juncture between his frontal human torso and the marine portion
even less successfully than does the wing of his counterpartbelow. Again crustacean
"claws"deck the beardlesshead. In front of him he holds in his right hand a tiny dolphin with lunate tail.9 The cloak flying back from his left arm (which also cradles a
pedum) gives an impression of haste in this panel. The marine body lacks the coils of
his companion and makes a strangely elongated, nearly horizontal surface upon which
the Nereid sits much as in the lower panel. In this case she is much further back and
perches awkwardlywithout any convincing relationshipbetween herself and her mount.
Her right hand leans on his back, but the Triton's body bends down just at the critical
point leaving her legs without support.Her veil and garment are much stiffer and more
abbreviatedthan those of the other, and her hair is wrappedin a sakkos as opposed to
the elaboratelycurled coiffure of the lower Nereid. Behind this group a dolphin plunges
into the deep, and below are an eel, a fish, and another dolphin.
I The term "ichthyocentaur",which may properlybe used to describe the Triton in the upper panel,
does not appearuntil the 12th century (in Tzetzes on Lycophr.34). Such a creatureon the PergamonAltar
is simplycalled "Triton"(E. Schmidt, TheGreatAltarof Pergamon,London 1965, pl. 30).
8 For the palinurlls see D'A. W. Thompson, The Fishes of Greece, London 1947, p. 102 or 0. Keller,
Die antike Tierwelt,Leipzig 1909-1913, II, p. 490. For mullllssee Thompson, op. cit., pp. 264-265 or Keller, op. cit., pp. 364-365.
9 Miniaturedolphins date back at least to Archaic vase paintingand serve to demonstrate that the
beareris associatedwith the sea. In later times they continue to appear,perhapsmore often with Neptune
than with Tritons. Examples with Tritons occur on a Pompeian painting (S. Reinach, Repertoiledes peintluresglecqlleset romaines,Paris 1922, pl. 45:3) and on mosaics in baths at Herculaneumin the 1st century
after Christ (A. Maiuri, Visioniitaliche:Ercolano,Novara 1932, fig. on p. 37) and at Barcinoin the 2nd
century (Balil, p. 27, fig. 1). For further references see Levi, p. 223. The Pompeian Triton also carriesa
pedumand cloak and has a lengthybody like ours.

330

PAMELA M. PACKARD

With the exception of the lone fish in the upper panel and the Triton in the lower
panel, all figures swim to the left; but the main impact of the composition is produced
by the opposed masses of the two Triton groups and the diagonalswhich they create. In
the upperpanel the mass of the figures is concentratedin the left side and is moving to
the left. In the lower panel the location and movement are the reverse. This strong
northwest-southeastdiagonalis echoed by several smaller partsof the composition such
as the Eros' torso and one arm and leg, and the checkerboardand interlace panels in
the end sections reinforce this slant since they stand out more than the daintier semis
and trellis panels. In the figure panels the opposite diagonalis also prominentand helps
weave the two panels together into a single composition.In the upperpanel the Triton's
tail, legs and pedumfollow this slant, as does the plungingdolphin. Below, the torsos of
the Nereid and Triton make this diagonal.
The artist clearly gave considerablethought to the composition of both the figure
panels and the floor as a whole, and the design was executed carefully. Discrepancies
between the patternpanels at the two ends are quite minor, especially in consideration
of the size of the project.Although the figures themselves are not without their charm,
they do not appearto have been designed with the same expertise. The dolphins and
the marine partsof the Tritons lack the plasticityof the more successful black-and-white
Italianmosaics such as those in the Neptune Baths at Ostia. The figures also differ from
their Italian counterpartsin several matters of style which might be attributableto
unfamiliaritywith the black-and-whiteidiom. The faces are sharplyseparatedfrom the
hair by a distinct outline, and the features are rendered mostly as dots. In Italy these
characteristicsoccur mainly on poorer mosaics and in the 3rd century and laTer.1o
Another, more unusual practicein the Isthmia mosaic is the use of white lines of varying width for interior detail. This occurs also in the Herculaneum bath cited above
(footnote 9) near the beginning of the Italian black-and-whitestyle, but is quite rare
otherwise.1"Since black-and-whitefigure decoration was virtually unknown in Greece
after the demise of pebble mosaics, a native mosaicist attemptinga monochrome composition would have had no establishedconventions to rely on, but would have had to
make his own personal translationfrom the usual polychrome technique. It is perhaps
not unwarranted,then, to conclude that a local mosaicist with good credentials (but
unacquaintedwith the foreign black-and-whitetechnique) was chosen to decorate the
bath at this prestigioussite in the latest Italianstyle, monochrome marine.
The use of marine creaturesfor the decoration of baths was a natural and popular
choice. Such scenes appear all over the Roman world, and particularlyin the Italian
monochrome mosaics of the 2nd century. Most represent the marine thiasos described
by Apuleius (Met., IV.31) in the first half of the 2nd century. Sometimes the subject is
Becatti, no. 414, pl. 142, no. 361, pl. 137, Isola SacraTomb 87, pl. 105; no. 63, pl. 141, no. 211, pl.
140, no. 271, pl. 138.
11The only exceptions are the wider white bands on a few veils: Ostia (Becatti, nos. 124 and 125, pl.
139); TsarskoeSelo (BlakeII, pl. 34:1).
10
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more specificsuch as the birth or triumphof marine Venus, which was especiallypopular on the later floors of North Africa. The cortege of marine Venus would properly
include Erotes, and they also belong in other marine-relatedscenes such as the wedding
of Peleus and Thetis or of Poseidon and Amphitrite.By associationwith these marine
deities they become common elements in any marine scene.12Erotes also appear in
Dionysiac scenes, and other elements of the Bacchic thiasos are regularlyincorporated
into the marine thiasos as well.
At Isthmia the presence of the shield suggests that the arms of Achilles may be
intended. Often a single item of armor suffices to establish the subject, and Tritons do
on occasion share in the bearing of Achilles' armor. But never, it seems, is the armor
carriedonly by the Triton ratherthan the Nereid.13FurthermoreErotes in such scenes
are rare,14although they do appearwith Thetis on other occasions, and the Dionysiac
pedumis quite out of place if our two panels are to be associatedwith each other, as is
probable.On sarcophagiTritons sometimes carrya frontal shell or a clipeus bearing an
inscriptionor portrait,and their position is much the same, but there is no association
with the arms of Achilles there either.15
On balance the subject seems most likely to be a simple marine thiasos, and the
explanation for the shield must lie elsewhere. The use of pattern books is generally
presumed to account for the recurrenceof certain figures in widely scattered locations
and periods, although individual artists combined the various elements differently to
create a new composition each time. One possibilityis that our artist slightly misunderstood something he copied from a pattern book. Tritons on mosaics occasionallycarry
tambourines, as in the Ostia Neptune Baths.16This may have been the case with the
cartoon which our artist used and "improved"upon by making the "shield" the proper
size. Tambourinesin these scenes are rare enough that the confused artist could well
have mistaken one for a shield, knowing that armor is sometimes appropriatein scenes
with Nereids and Tritons. Or perhaps he added the shield on his own initiative or
copied a shield-bearingTriton irrationally,either oblivious or indifferent to the problems of iconographicconsistency. A closer examination of the Isthmia figures themselves and how they relate to others in the Roman world should reveal something
12 They appearapparentlywithout any of these gods alreadyon the Thermopylaifrieze (S. Lattimore,
TheMarineThiasos,Malibu1977, pls. X, XI, figs. 14-16) and on the mosaic of a Tritonessin the House of
Tritonsat Delos (P. Bruneau,Exploration
de Nlos, XXIX, Les mosaiq4les,Paris 1972, no. 75,
archeologiqlue
p. 177, fig. 89).
13 Tritons sometimes carry armor or engage in battle when no Nereids are present. See E. Esperandieu, Recueilgeneraldes bas-reliefsde la GauleromaineV, Paris 1913, nos. 4076, 4078, 4160, 4236; see also
the Pergamon altar (Schmidt, loc. cit. [footnote 7 above]) and another Pergamene frieze (F. Winter,
vonPergamon,VII, Die Skuliptluren,
Altertiimer
Berlin 1908, pl. 39, no. 385).
14 A vase from Olynthos with the arms of Achilles had two Erotes (D. M. Robinson, Excavations
at
Olynthlus,
V, Mosaics, Vasesand Lamps,Baltimore1933, pls. 78, 79).
15 A. Rumpf, Die antikeSarkophag-Reliefs,
V, Die Meerwesen,Berlin 1939, nos. 55-90 and fig. 40, p.
26, no. 71, early 3rd century, lost.
16 Becatti,pl. 131.
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about the pattern books in view of the abundant mosaic evidence remaining for the
marine thiasos.
The fish and dolphins constitute the supportingcharactersand the scenery. Their
appearanceassures that we make no mistake as to the setting since there is no other
indicationof water.17As usual in ancient art, the dolphins' form is governed by convention ratherthan by nature. The plungingdolphin has the bifurcatetail preferredby the
Greeks and closer to nature than the elaborate and more decorative Italian trifurcate
form.18The miniature dolphin held by our ichthyocentaurhas the lunate tail popular
earlier in Greek art but not so common by the Roman period. Our other dolphin tails
(includingthose in the borders) are somewhere between the two but far from the fullfledged Italianversion. Both types of tail appearagain on dolphinsquite like ours on the
late 2nd-centuryoctagonal mosaic in the Alpheos Baths at Olympia, while the hippocamps there have only trifurcatetails.19
The fish, like the dolphins, are undoubtedlyconventionalizedand varied primarily
for decorativeeffect. The cuttlefish, eel, octopus, and lobster are clear enough, but fish
in black-and-whiteare impossible to differentiatesatisfactorilyexcept for a few general
shapes. Of all the fishes at Ostia, Becatti does not identify the majority,and rightly so
since they are mainlyjust scenery. The Isthmia fish differ from the Ostia fish in having
a single ratherthan double white line for the gills at the back of the head. Both fish and
dolphins have a further characteristicrarely found elsewhere, the white patch on the
side behind the head, presumablyrepresentingthe pectoralfin. This occurs also on fish
and dolphins on a Pompeian black-and-whitemosaic, in Sicily on a dolphin, at Ephesos
on a dolphin, and a few other times.20The usual Italian black-and-whitefish have an
outlined patch or scrolled line instead of a white patch. This evidence suggests that the
light patch, like the bifurcate tail, may be a specificallyGreek or Hellenistic element
since it occurs at times and places known to have been influencedby Greek art.
One of the Isthmia dolphins has an Eros aboard, another stock figure of the marine
thiasos. Dolphins with riderswere no strangersto Greek art and myth, and especiallyto
17 Water is often shown on mosaics by short lines, especiallyzigzag lines. Examples of this in Greece
occur in the early 2nd-centuryKronion Baths at Olympia(F. Adler et al., Olympia,II, Die Baudenkmaler,
Berlin 1892, plates vol., pl. CVI) and at Kos in the 3rd century (BdA 35, 1950, p. 236, fig. 64).
18 The bifurcatetail was used on virtuallyall Hellenistic and earlier marine mosaics in Greece and far
more often than not on later Greek mosaics. It is also fairlycommon on paintingsand mosaics at Pompeii
and the other Vesuvian towns, in Sicily, and elsewhere in Italy during the 1st century of our era. It was
also used on Arretine ware and earlier on Etruscancineraryurns. In the 2nd century it is rare except on
sarcophagi,but in the 3rd it graduallyreappears.At all times it is more often used for dolphins than for
Tritons or sea-monsters.The remainderof the Roman world (with the exception of the northern provinces) perhapsclung to Hellenisticmodels longer, and the bifurcatetail persistsalongside the trifurcatein
the 2nd century and later (for example, the bath of Barcino:Balil, p. 27, fig. 1; the British Museum's
mosaic from Gamarthnear Carthage:Hinks, p. 79, no. 18a, fig. 85; and a mosaic from Kalaa des Beni
de la Gaile et de I'Afrique.Algerie, Paris
Ahmed near Setif: F.-G. de Pachtere, Inventairedes mosaYques
1911, no. 328).
19 AEXT22, B' 1, 1967 [1968], pls. 21 and 147.
20 Blake I, pl. 22:4; L. Bernabo-Brea,Musei e monumenti
in Sicilia, Novara 1958, p. 93; Hinks, no. 16,
pl. XXVIII.It also shows up at Ostia on a late 2nd-centurydolphinwhich also has a bifurcatetail (Becatti,
no. 276, pl. 144).
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Isthmia where Palaimonwas said to have been broughtashore by a dolphin. He had his
own temple there, and in the temple of Poseidon Herodes Atticus dedicated a statuary
group including Palaimon standing on a dolphin.21Representationsusually show him
seated or lying on the dolphin, but a Corinthiancoin also shows him standing, perhaps
a reflection of Herodes' group.22Erotes standing on dolphins are not rare, but other
positions are much more common for them also, and it could be more than coincidence
that the standingpositionwas chosen at Isthmiafor both Palaimonand our Eros.23
Among the majorcharacters,the Tritons are most strikingwith their elongated and
nearly horizontal bodies, since elsewhere most have marine parts much more undulating and coiled. Parallelsfor this come from several mosaics in Greece, the closest being
in the bath of the 2nd century from Chania in Crete (P1. 101:b).24 The ichthyocentaur
there, in spite of being polychromeand facing right instead of left, is similar to ours in
the relation of human to marine bodies though the horse legs are positioned a little
differently. Other details are also quite like, such as the small fins along the body at
several points, the upturned tail, and the position of the arms. Other Greek parallels,
less exact, come from the Mosaic House in Corinth and from Ephesos, the latter now
in the British Museum.25The Corinth Triton has a coil on which a Nereid leans, as in
our lower panel, and again has an upturnedtail.
Further afield, Tritons with lengthy and relatively horizontal bodies appearat Antioch, in Spain, and more notably in several North African mosaics, one at Acholla, the
others in the British Museum from near Carthage.26Like the Greek parallels, all but
the Spanish are polychrome.In each of these examples (except the Spanish which has
21 Pausanias,11.1.8.For the temple to Palaimon, see 0. Broneer, Isthmia, II, Topography
and Architecture,Princeton1973, pp. 99-112.
22 F. Imhoof-Blumerand P. Gardner,"NumismaticCommentaryon Pausanias,"JHS 6, 1885, pl. L:B,
no. ix. This Palaimonalso has one arm raisedlike the IsthmianEros.
23 Erotes in nearly the same position as ours occur twice in the Neptune Baths at Ostia (Becatti, pls.
126 and 160), in the 3rd-centuryPrima Porta Bath (Blake III, pl. 17:3), and on a 3rd-centuryNorth African mosaic in the Louvre (Corpusde Tunisie1, iii, pl. XL). With other mounts similarErotes appearin the
III, i,
CaracallaBaths (Blake III, pl. 13:3) and on sarcophagi(C. Robert, Die antikenSarkophag-Reliefs,
repr. Rome 1969, no. 88, pl. 25). Were it not for the wings and the occurrenceof the same
Einzelmythen,
figure elsewhere, it would be tempting to identify our dolphin-riderwith Palaimonand the Nereid in the
panel with his mother Leucothea. As Ino she was the sister of Semele and helped raise the infant Dionysos. When she leapt into the sea with her son Melikertes, Ovid (Met. 4.523) reports that she called out
"Euhoe, Bacche."Palaimon is also associatedwith Dionysos in the Iobacchicinscription(M. P. Nilsson,
Geschichteder griechischenReligionII, Munich 1961, p. 361). These associations would account for the
bacchicelement in our mosaic, and the subject would be most suitable for Isthmia, but I am afraidsuch
speculationis ratherfar-fetchedeven without the obvious objectionscited.
24 AEXT
25, B' 2, 1970 [1973], pl. 409.
25 CorinthI, v, pl. 57; Hinks, no. 16, pl. XXVIII.
26 Antioch, House of the Triumphof Dionysos (Levi, p. 100, fig. 39); Barcinobath (Balil, p. 27, fig.
1); Acholla, Marine Thiasos Baths (G. Picard, "Les thermes du Thiase marin 'a Acholla," Antiquitesafricaines 2, 1968, pp. 137-142, figs. 25-28); BritishMuseum mosaics (Hinks, nos. 17a, 17b, p. 77, figs. 83
and 84; and no. 18a from Gamarth,p. 79, fig. 85). They occur also on paintingsof Pompeii and Herculaneum though not without coils (Reinach, op. cit. [footnote 9 above], pls. 45:3; 41:1 and 2). The distribution implies that the elongated and horizontalbody with few coils may again be a specificallyHellenistic
characteristic.
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no rider) the Nereid sits well back on the elongated body as at Isthmia. The Tritons on
the BritishMuseum panel from Gamarth,apparentlyHadrianic,are quite like ours. One
even has wings for forelegs as in our lower panel, a form less common in North Africa
than in Italy. Also comparableis the simplicityof this composition.
On the Acholla mosaic one of the Tritons wears a nebris with the same raggedform
as our ichthyocentaur'scloak. This nebris also appearson other Tritons with Dionysiac
associationsas in one of the North African panels in the British Museum (Hinks, no.
17b) where it is accompaniedby a pedum. The same combination occurs again on the
Triton in Corinth though the form of the cloak there is difficultto make out. In these
cases the cloak is fastened around the neck, but in view of the similar form it is likely
that ours is also intended as a nebris.27A slightly tattered cloak carriedlike ours over
the arm appearsat Ostia in the baths of the Cisiari.28
Several features of the Isthmia Tritons have little parallelelsewhere. The scalloped
back of the ichthyocentauris common on earliersea-monsters29but rarelyoccurs otherwise. The outline of the attachment of the horse's leg in the same panel is unusual,
though it is probablymeant to look like a scale and is vaguely related to the practiceof
several mosaicists in Italy.30The line running the length of the body on Tritons and
dolphinsis common, but its continuationinto the tail is apparentlyunparalleledin other
black-and-whitemosaics.
As with the Tritons, parallelsfor our Nereids come more from North African polychrome mosaics than from Italy, and again the majorityare 2nd century. They sit with
the upper legs nearly horizontal, knees apart, and the rear leg crossed behind the other
with foot and ankle reappearingbelow. Nereids with these qualificationsappearfairly
often in North Africa, but most like ours in the upper panel is one in the Trajanicbath
at Acholla.31Earlierin Greece a Nereid on the Thermopylaifrieze sat in this position.32
ItalianNereids often sit with their legs crossed, but until the 3rd century the rear foot is
27 The nebris naturallydoes not always take this form. The Ephesos Triton with pedumhas over his
arm a cloak with spots which is presumablya nebris, and the BritishMuseum panel no. 17a has a spotted
but not tatteredcloak togetherwith a peduim.
28 Becatti, no. 64, pl. 107.
29 Examples are the mosaics at Olynthos (Olynthuis
V, plate facing p. 2), the Olympiatemple pronaos
(N. Yalouris, "The Mosaic Pavement of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia,"AAA 1, 1968, p. 78), a Corinthian mirror ('EO'ApX,1884, pl. 6:1 after col. 160), Arretine ware (H. Dragendorff,ArretinischeReliefkeramik,Reutlingen 1948, no. 33, pl. 3), and numerousearliervases (Vienna 96, CVA, Vienna 1 [Austria
11, pl. 28 [281:1,an Attic red-figuredcup; BCH 96, 1972, p. 680, fig. 223, a red-figuredlekythos in Patras;
P. Jacobsthal,Die melischenReliefs, Berlin 1931, fig. 57, p. 185, a red-figuredpyxis lid; Copenhagen,Thorvaldsen 144, a Campaniancup interior, pl. 214:1 in A. D. Trendall, The Red-FiguiredVasesof Licania,
Campania,and Sicily,Oxford 1967).
nell' Umbriae nellaSabina, Milan
30 Ostia (Becatti, pl. 130); Bevagna (U. Tarchi, L'Arteetrusco-romana
1936, pl. CCLVI);Ciciliano (NSc, 1948, p. 300, fig. 4).
31 M. Yacoub, Musee dii Bardo, Tunis 1970, p. 201, fig. 133, lower right Nereid. A few others in this
greco-romaine,Centre National de la
pose are at Timgad (J. Lassus, "Venus marine," in La mosa&que
Recherche Scientifique,Paris 1965, pp. 175-191, fig. 5), Utica (Corpuisde TunisieI, ii, pl. XXXIV), and
HippoRegius (Lassus, op. cit., fig. 7).
32 Lattimore,op. cit. (footnote 12 above), pls. X, XI.
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rarelyvisible, and even then it is not common. Two exceptions are a 1st-centurymosaic
in Naples and the 2nd-centuryCastel Porziano mosaic.88The Nereid on the latter sits,
like ours, well back, as do the Nereids on the elongated Tritons discussed above.
The Nereid in our lower panel leans on the Triton's shoulder in a gracefulbut rarer
pose.34 The Naples Nereid leans on the Triton's shoulder, but he also holds her. Since
our Triton needs both hands in front for the shield, perhaps the mosaicist departed
from his cartoon and filled the gap between Nereid and Triton by putting her hand on
his shoulder instead of in the more usual position by her side holding the end of the
veil. Her hairstyle is also unusual. Aphrodite on a Corinthianmirror cover seems to
have the same coiffure, and so does Thetis on an Arretine bowl.35 The closest mosaic
parallels for it come from Corinth and later from Kalaa des Beni Ahmed near Setif
where the hairstyle is really quite similar and the Nereid again has the crossed leg.36
Several Nereids on the great Sousse Neptune mosaic and on Pompeian paintingshave
similarhairstyles.37An arrangementwhich might possiblybe a more accurateversion of
what our mosaicist intended occurs on a "probablyAntonine" mosaic from Hippo
Regius;38or this hairstyle may be another example of a Greek fashion which persisted
where there was Greek influence. The Nereid in the upper panel wears her hair in a
sakkos as do many of her ancestorsand contemporaries.39
The distributionof dates and places for the various parallelswith our figures has
suggested several possible features of Greek as opposed to Roman patternbooks. These
features are the bifurcate tail, the white patch for the pectoral fin, the elongated and
nearly coilless marine body of the Tritons, the leg position of the Nereids, and possibly
the hairstyleof the lower Nereid. All of these characteristicsare rare or nonexistent on
Italian monochrome mosaics during their prime, the 2nd century, although they are
common during the 1st century in Sicily and at Pompeii and other Italian sites where
Hellenistic influence was strong. When Italy moved on to new styles, other parts of the
Empire seem to have kept the Hellenistic patterns somewhat longer, and these same
features continue to appearin Greece and the East, North Africa, and even Spain.This
33Naples, EsposizioneOltramare(AA [Jdl 56], 1941, cols. 585-586, fig. 103); Castel Porziano (Balil,
p. 55, fig. 4).
3 On a Roman sarcophagusof the mid-2nd century (A. Rumpf, op. cit. [footnote 15 above], no. 104,
at Palazzo S. Severino) a Nereid leans with one arm on the shoulder of a Triton who holds out a round
scallopshell as ours holds the shield.
35 Lattimore, op. cit. (footnote 12 above), pl. XXII, fig. 30, in the Louvre; NSc, 1884, pl. 11:1after p.
113.
36T. L. Shear, Coorinth,
V, The Roman Villa,Cambridge,Mass. 1930, pls. 8 and 9 (Europa);and de
Pachtere, loc. cit. (footnote 18 above).
37 L. Foucher, Inventaire
des mosaYqaes.
Sousse, Tunis 1960, no. 57.119, pl. XXVIII; Reinach, op. cit.
Milan 1929, pl.
(footnote 9 above), pls. 42:4, 43:1, and 43:10; G. E. Rizzo, La pittaraellenistico-r-omana,
CXXXVII(the rightmostof the three Graces), and pl. XLIII (lo in the PalatineHouse of Livia).
38 E. Marec, Hipponela Royale.AntiqueHippoRegiis, Algiers 1954, p. 61, fig. 32.
39 Olynthos (Olynthius
V, plate facingp. 2), Delos (Delos XXIX, no. 75, p. 177, fig. 89), Corinth (CorinthI, v, pl. 57). In Italyat Ostia (Becatti, no. 146, pl. 143, no. 276, pl. 143, no. 271, pl. 138, and no. 211,
pls. 140 and 142).
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should mean that the North Africansand Greeks used patternbooks with cartoons not
included in the Italian books for the black-and-whitestyle. It is uncertain whether the
distinctionshould be between monochrome and polychrome pattern books or between
Greek Hellenistic and Roman pattern books. The slight evidence from polychrome
marine scenes in Italy and the northern provinces, and the occurrence of different
geometric patternsin the East suggest the latter. Bianchi-Bandinellihas also noted that
mosaics of the eastern Empire have more in common with Hellenistic art and Pompeii
than with later Roman art, and has raised the possibilitiesthat the patterns did not all
originatein Italy and that the North Africans probablyhad their own books of cartoons
different from those of the Italians.40Why not also the Greeks? There are still too few
Greek marine mosaics to determine whether the Greek and North African books
differed also from each other, but the characteristicswhich our mosaic shares with the
North African mosaics must certainly be considered as specificallyGreek in view of
their history and appearanceelsewhere at times and places known to have been strongly
influencedby Hellenistic art.
THE BORDER(P1. 100)

Geometric decorationoften provides better evidence than the figures for the dating
of Roman mosaics, and an abundance of comparative material for our patternwork
makes it possible to study the geometric motifs in some detail.
The system of using the same continuous border both to separate the individual
panels and also to frame the entire composition existed alreadyat Delos where at least
one paneled floor had such a frame (a double meander).41 In the Anaploga villa at
Corinth (late 1st century) a meander forms the continuous border, and in a 2nd-century villa at Chalkisthe borderis a guilloche.42As mentioned above (footnote 5), these
borders are fairly common at Antioch, and the system also finds parallelsin the West.
A large Augustan paneled floor at Reggia Emilia and a 1st-centuryPompeian example
with four panels both have continuous guilloche borders.43
The boldness of the border at Isthmia contributesconsiderablyto the over-all effect
of the composition, particularlyby contrast with the daintiness of some of the details.
Something of this effect is shared by a floor at Amiens which has strong borders contrasting with more subdued geometric panels but lacks figured decoration.44Bold bor40R. Bianchi-Bandinelli,"La continuit'aellenistica nella pitturadi et' medio- e tardo-romana,"Rivlst
Arch, ser. 2, 2, 1953, pp. 115 and 131.
41 Delos XXIX, no. 325, p. 304, fig. 271 (Maisonde Fourni).
42 Stella G. Miller, "A Mosaic Floor from a Roman Villa at Anaploga,"Hesperia41, 1972, p1.65; A.
K. Andreiomenou, "T-4 C8WTa-Ev XaXK'8," 'ApX'E4,F', 1953-1954 [19611, pl. II after p. 304. The floor
of the bath of the 3rd century or later at Kos has many simple geometric panels but has no continuous
borderunitingthem (BdA 35, 1950, p. 231, fig. 52).
48 NSc, 1964, p. 7, fig. 4; Blake1, pl. 27:4 (VI.8.5). Laterexamples are plentiful.
44 Stern 1, i, pl. 34. Another such floor, at Ouzou6r-sur-Trezee,
gives a slightly weaker impression (H.
Stern, "Ateliers de mosalstes rhodaniensd'epoque gallo-romaine,"in La mosaicjue[footnote 31 above],
pp. 233-241, fig. 12).
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ders were apparentlyquite at home in Greece well before the Severan age when such
strong contrasts were much appreciatedin Italy.45A strong black-and-whiteborder of
waves was popularat Delos (as on the Delian floor alreadymentioned), and occurs also
on an earlierfloor from Maroneia,and later in the bath at Nisi Alexandreias.46
Our particulartype of borderin which rectangles (inscribedwith lozenges) alternate
with squares (inscribedwith squaresor with circles) apparentlyreflects ceiling coffers,47
and indeed our entire composition may reveal the structureof the ceiling once above
it.48 Such bordersappearalreadyin the Pompeian First Style in the Casa del Centenario
and slightly later in the Villa dei Misteri and the Casa di Marte e Venere.49This pattern
and various arrangementsof its components were sometimes used as all-over designs at
Pompeii and elsewhere later,50but as a border it was rare in Italy before the 3rd century. In the northern provinces it was common enough in the 2nd century, but there
again it most often becomes an integralpart of the design for a whole floor as it frames
and divides a multitude of tiny panels.51In Africa the story is much the same.52At
Antioch, on the contrary,it was popularonly as a border, and only there was it used as
a true frame around panels of figure decoration. It is well represented there from the
early 2nd century on, appearingfirst in the CalendarHouse (A.D. 115-120; P1. 101:c).53
In this case the elements of the border itself are individuallyframed by a small continuous borderof diamonds,54ratherthan by white bands as at Isthmia, but it is similarto
ours in that the outlines of the lozenges and their floral inner decorationsare light on a
darkerground. In Greece the pattern appearsin the 2nd century as a border at Kenchreai and in its all-over form at Corinth in Colonnade R west of the Odeum Court, but
it is not common until later.55A related border which omits the rectanglesand squares
45 Even in Italy they appearbefore the Severan age. E.g., SerravalleScrivia, an outer borderof peltae
(NSc, 1914, p. 120, fig. 5), or a Republicanmosaic in Rome (NSc, 1935, p. 252, fig. 4).
46f lpaKTrKa,
1973 [19751,pl. 107:a;1966 [19681,p. 26, fig. 1.
4 Levi, passim, especially pp. 381ff. The alternationof two rectanglesfor each square at Isthmia is
unusual, but the basic idea clearlyis not. The pairsof rectanglesoccur also at Antioch (House of the Boat
of Psyches, Levi, pl. 103:f).
48 Nothing is preservedof the ceiling to this room, but Room VIII had a vaulted ceiling with incised
decorationwhich presumablyrepresentscoffers.
49Blake I, pl. 18:1;Pernice, pl. 22:3; BlakeI, pl. 18:2.
50 Pernice, pl. 25:6 (1.6.4); Blake I, pl. 40:1 (Torino); Becatti, no. 300, pl. 24 (Ostia, PalazzoImperiale,
mid-2ndcentury;here Plate 101:a).
51 Take, for example, Attricourt (Stern I, iii, no. 361a, pl. 46, polychrome, second half of 2nd century). A Swiss use of the borderis a little more like ours (V. von Gonzenbach, Die romischenMosaikender
Schweiz,Basel 1961, no. 117:2, early 3rd century, St. Prex).
52 Corpuis
de TunisieI, i, pl. X (Utica, Ca.A.D. 100, Maison de la Cascade).
5 Levi, p. 37, fig. 12. In partsof this frame pairsof rectanglesalternatewith single squaresas at Isth-

mia.
54 As

also at Kouklia (BCH 85, 1961, p. 294, fig. 46:a).
21, B' 1, 1966 [19681, p. 143, plan 2; 0. Broneer, Corinth,X, The Odeuim,Cambridge,Mass.
1932, p. 70, fig. 44. Notable later are the Spartan(AEXT 19, B' 1, 1964 [19661, p1. 144) and the Epidaurian
('ApX'E0, 1918, p. 182, fig. 24) examples. For another all-over use of the motifs, see the Nisi Alexandreiasbath (fpaKTtKa, 1966 [19681,p. 26, fig. 1).
55 AEXi
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and simply alternates lozenges and circles (dark with lighter filling decorations) occurs
three times at Corinthat the beginning, middle, and end of the 2nd century.56
The lozenges in the Isthmia border are made with a thick, white outline on a dark
background.In the earliest Pompeian and Antiochean examples cited above this was
also the case, and a 2nd-centuryvilla at Eleusis has such lozenges on thresholds.57In
the late 2nd century such light-outline lozenges appearin a border at Diekirch in Germany and at Nizy-le-Comte in Belgium.58In most places where this border occurs, the
interiors of the lozenges have geometric decoration if any at all. Levi asserts that this
type of patternis connected with opussectile,59 and it is easy to imagine it in that technique. In our case the centers consist of four white fleurs-de-lisradiatingfrom the four
corners of a small central diamond toward the corners of the framing lozenge (P1.
100:a). These would have been difficultin opus sectile (though certainlypossible6o)and
were in all probabilityinfluenced again by ceiling coffers with floral decoration such as
those found associatedwith a wall of the Second-Styleat Pompeii or in Hadrian'svilla
at Tivoli.61 The lozenges in the border of the Pompeian Casa di Marte e Venere cited
above (footnote 49) have a light-on-darkfilling of quite floral looking thunderbolts.At
Antioch the Calendar House offers a further parallel in its use of floral decoration
(rosettes) inside the lozenges (P1. 101:c), and the House of Cilicia has another light-ondark floral-filledlozenge.62A German floor of the first half of the 2nd century has
lozenges with a floralfill, as does a 3rd-centurylozenge border in Italy.63Very similarin
shape to our floral is a black-on-whitefleur-de-lis type of filling in large squares surrounded by a border of our style at Ostia (P1. 101:a).64 Light-on-darkfloral borders
(polychrome and without lozenges) were common enough in Hellenistic mosaics and
appearsporadicallyon mosaics of the 1st and 2nd centuries after Christ.65
Alternate lozenges in the Isthmia border are filled with dolphins.66These do not
seem to exist elsewhere within lozenges, but inspirationmay again have come from
stucco ceiling decorationsuch as in the Valerii Tomb67which depicted a great number
56 Southeast Building (CorinthI, v, pl. 14:3), Roman villa (CorinthV, pls. 3 and 10), and Mosaic
House (CorinthI, v, pl. 55).
5 flpaKTiKa', 1936 [19371,p. 37, fig. 3.
58 Parlasca,pl. 23:1; Stern 1, i, no. 49B, pl. 18.

59 Levi, p. 376.

Blake I, pl. 10:2 (Pompeii1.7.10-12).
V. Spinazzola,Le artidecorativein Pompeie nel MuseoNazionaledi Napoli, Milan, etc. 1928, pl. 164;
E. L. Wadsworth,MAAR4, 1924, pl. 17:1.
62 Levi, pl. 95. Earlierat Delos a black lozenge was inscribedwith a rosette (Delos XXIX, no. 267, p.
281, fig. 236).
63 Parlasca,pl. 14A:1 (Stiuhlingen);
Blake III, p1.14:2.
64 Becatti, no. 300, pl. 24.
65Rhodes ("Epyov, 1976 [19771, p. 168, fig. 145); Pompeii V.5.3 (Pernice, pl. 24:3, Second Style);
Antioch, House of Iphigenia(Levi, pl. 21, late 2nd century).
66 It is clear from the style of the border dolphins that different workmen laid different parts of the
mosaic. The border of the east end shows greatervariationsin the floral spraysand crosslets as well. One
fleur-de-lisat the east end is incomplete (PI. 100:c).
67 Wadsworth,op. cit. (footnote 61 above), pl. 22.
60
61
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of mythical sea creatures. Such creatures would have been impossible to execute as
mosaic miniaturesin the border lozenges, but the dolphin here is simple, suitable, and
decorative. Although there is presumablyno connection, we may perhaps recall the
popularityof animal borderson earlierGreek mosaics, and also the preferenceof those
earlier mosaics for light-on-darkfigure decoration.68
The other major element of our border is a square inscribed with a white concave
diamond (or "curvilinearsquare") enclosing a black extended crosslet. Squares inscribedwith concave diamondsare fairlycommon in Italy in the 1st century after Christ
and earlier, beginningwith a house of the First Style in Pompeii, and at least once they
occur as an all-over pattern.69At Chalkis a 2nd-centurymosaic has an all-over pattern
composed of concave diamonds and lozenges in a rather different arrangement.70The
motif is associated again with lozenges on one of the Pompeian floors, at Utica, and
once at Ostia (the floor mentioned above with the floral related to ours; P1. 101:a).7'
The latter two are rare examples of concave diamonds as filling for the squares in
bordersof our general type and are thus our closest parallelsin over-all form. On a 1stcentury Syracusan floor and on a 3rd-century floor at Antioch, lozenge-and-square
borders of this type have some but not all of the squares inscribed with concave
diamonds.72

The extended crosslet used as interior decoration within each of the concave diamonds is composed of a large central diamond (25 tesserae, just as in the lozenges)
with each of the four arms consisting of a smaller (4 tesserae) diamond and a singletessera diamond at the end.73Crosses with large centers and strings of two or more
smaller diamonds for the arms occur first in Greece in the Kladeos Baths at Olympia
and in the 2nd-century villas at Eleusis, Corinth, and Chalkis.74Unlike the Isthmia
crosslets, the arms on these have but a single size of diamond. At Antioch the simple
crosslets are fairly common beginning with the House of Cilicia and the House of Nar68 The latter occurs sporadicallylater, as in an Augustan house at Pompeii with white birds as fill on
dark squares (Pernice, pl. 40:3); for animal borderstake, for example, the Olynthos House of the Comedians (OlynthusV, pl. 17).
69 Pernice, pl. 13:3 (IX.8.6). A g'lancethrough the plates in Pernice, L. Barre's Herclulanum
et Pompei
V, 6th ed., Paris 1875, BlakeI, and Becattireveals a numberof other examplesdown into the 2nd century.
The all-over patternis Barre,op. cit., pl. 10.
70 Andreiomenou, loc. cit. (footnote 42 above).
71 Pernice, pl. 25:6 (IX.8.6, Second Style); Corpusde TunisieI, i, pl. X, Maison de la Cascade (ca. A.D.
100); Becatti,no. 300, pl. 24 (ca. A.D. 150).
72 NSc, 1951, p. 151, fig. 1; Levi, pl. 48:d (House of the Buffet Supper).The concave diamond seems
not to have been used at Antioch before the 3rd century.
73 The centraldiamond sometimes has only 16 tesserae, and a couple of crosslets at the east end have
an extra dot at the end of each arm.
E
B. Kunze and H. Schleif, OlymBerIV, Berlin 1944, pl. 29; 17IpaKT-Ka, 1936 [1937], p. 37, fig. 3;
CorinthV, pl. 10; Andreiomenou, loc. cit. (footnote 42 above). Later 2nd-centuryGreek examples come
from Corinth, the Mosaic House (CorinthI, v, pl. 55) and ColonnadeR west of the Odeum Court (Corinth
X, p. 70, fig. 44); and Kenchreai (AEXT 19, B' 1, 1964 [1966], pl. 113). At Naousa (AEXT 18, B' 2, 1963
[1965], p1.253), as at Isthmia, the crosslets have a very large size differencebetween the centraldiamond
and those aroundit.
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cissus in the first half of the 2nd century, and Antioch also offers one of the few
examples other than our own of a crosslet with three sizes of diamonds.75Levi states
that "Hadrianicart has a predilectionfor this kind of slender filling ornament," but on
mosaics in Italy this particularornament cannot have been very common at that time
since I have yet to find there an example of that date.76By the beginning of the 3rd
century we have an example from Germany,77and soon after the crosslets appear in
Italy but with a mixture of large and small diamonds in the arms.78A more elaborate
crosslet which occurs only once (in our top border near the east end; P1. 100:b) may be
a reflectionof coffer decorationsuch as has been reconstructedfor a Pompeian ceiling.79
Everywhere the extended crosslet is used alone as a semis or, more often, as interior
decoration for a square or occasionally a concave diamond. In the latter case these
concave diamonds are in every instance but one the result of interlaceddesigns rather
than being concave diamondswithin squaresas independentmotifs.80
CHECKERBOARD(P1. 100:a)

At each end of the floor the upper left panel is a checkerboardwith sixteen squares
to a side, or four complete chessboards.The squares are seven tesserae wide in both
panels, and a single row of white tesserae separatesthe pattern from its frame. In the
east panel but not the west each square is dotted with a single tessera of the opposite
color in the very center (P1.100:b).
Accordingto Blake,81the checkerboardbecame popularas a minor motif in Italy in
the 2nd century, and it appearsat that time from Africa to England.82At Ostia there are
examples of the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th centuries.83The only checkerboardat Antioch is
already 4th century and is oriented diagonally.84In Greece the pattern appearsin the
2nd century in the Naousa and Eleusis villas, and with diagonalorientationagain in the
Roman villa at Corinth (in polychrome), the Odeum at Patras, and scattered later
75Levi, pls. 10:aand 95:b; the House of the Boat of Psyches in the 3rd century, pl. 39:b. Another is in
a late Roman villa in Athens (AEXT24, B' 1, 1969 [19701, pls. 7:b and 8:a) where some of the crosslets
have three sizes of diamond.
76 Levi, p. 381. Blake II, pl. 10:3 may be a 2nd-centuryexample, but the photographis not clear
enough to be sure. An earlier, 1st-centuryexample occurs at Reggio Emilia, also with floral decoration
(NSc, 1960, p. 255, fig. 8).
77Parlasca,pl. 84:1 (Kreuzweingarten).
78 Blake III, pl. 14:1 and 14:4. Extended crosslets in which the diamonds of the arms are only one
tessera each occur earlier in Italy (Pernice, pl. 18:5); and in Germany, at least, crosses with all the diamonds of equal size are more common. At Antioch, on the contrary,it seems the diamond size varies on
all extended crosses.
79Pompeii 1.10.7 (NSc, 1934, pl. X).
80 Parlasca,pl. 14C:2,but in this the diamondsin the cross are all of equal size.
81 Blake II, p. 187. For an earlierexample, see Barre,op. cit. (footnote 69 above), pl. 9.
82 Acholla, House of the Triumphof Neptune (Picard, op. cit. [footnote 26 above], p. 118, fig. 14);
Fishbourne,room N 13 (M. Rule, FloorMosaicsin RomanBritain,London 1974, p. 28).
83 Becatti, no. 187, pl. 34, ca. A.D. 120; no. 224, pl. 35, ca. A.D. 130; no. 335, pl. 199, 3rd century;no.
334, pl. 57, 4th century.
84 Constantinianvilla (Levi, pl. 53).
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examples.85None has our dotted squares, but on the Patras floor the white squares do
have a simple and inconspicuousfilling ornament. A late 2nd-centuryfloor in Cologne
has a border of dotted checkers, and much earlier in Malta dotted squares appeared,
though not in a true checkerboard.86
TRELLIS(P1. 100:a)

The upperright patternworkpanel at both ends is a trellis whose lines are composed
of strings of four-tesserae squares set obliquely to each other with four such squares
between intersections. Indented diamonds form the filling decorations. Along the left
side of the west panel the intersecting points of the lattice are missing, evidently a
result of poor planning, and on all edges of the west panel the filling decoration is cut
off one row sooner than at the edges of the east panel.
Although a reticulateof simple crossed lines was widespreadin Italy from Pompeii
on, the trellis composed of multi-tesserae squares apparentlydoes not occur in Italy
before the 3rd century. When it finally appearsit is apt to be more complex than the
Isthmia example. The northern and western provinces also seem not to have favored
this style of decoration, nor did the North Africans.87In the East, however, the trellis
was a popularpattern, and it was common at Antioch from the early 2nd century on.
Most like the Isthmia example is a late 2nd-centuryfloor in the House of Iphigenia88
which is polychromebut otherwise differs only in having six to seven squaresinstead of
four between the intersections.The trellis was also more common in Greece. Near by
at Corinth it was used in the South Stoa and again in the Roman Villa.89Another trellis
much like the latter appearsat Miletos aroundA.D. 200.90
SEMIS(P1. 100:a)

The lower left panel at each end is a semis with two motifs alternating, a simple
cross of five tesserae, and a larger indented diamond. Around the edges of the east
panel a single row of white tesserae separatesthe patternfrom the frame.
85fHpaKTLKa, 1964 [19661, pl. A opposite p. 32; 1936 [19371, p. 37, fig. 3; CorinthV, pl. 7; AEXT 16,
1960 [19621,p1.117.
86 Cologne, Zeppelinstrasse,late 2nd century (Parlasca,pl. 64:1); Malta (Pernice, pl. 2:5).
87 There are a few early North Africanexamples, e.g., at Tripoli (S. Aurigemma, L'Italiain AfricaI, i,
Rome 1962, pl. 56, 1st or 2nd century). An interestingtrellis occurs at Utica ca. A.D. 200 in which the
squaresof the lattice are alternatelylargeand small (Corpusde TunisieI, i, pl. XVI, Maison de la Cascade).
88 Levi, pl. 21.
89 In the South Stoa of ca. A.D. 100 (0. Broneer, CorinthI, iv, The SouthStoa and its RomanSuccessors, Princeton 1954, pl. 30) there are five squares between intersections.There are two trellises in the
probablyAntonine villa (CorinthV, pls. 7 and 11, the latter light-on-dark).Both are polychrome.As at
Isthmiaboth have four squaresof lattice between intersectingpoints, and both have interiordecorationof
(hollow) indented diamonds.A trellis of ca. A.D. 200 at Ulpia Oescus in Bulgariahas the same scheme (T.
Ivanov, Une mosaYque
romainede UlpiaOescus,Sofia 1954, pl. 6).
90H. Knackfuss, Milet, I, vii, Der Siidmarktund die benachbarten
Anlagen, Berlin 1924, pl. 7. Some
other Greek trellises:Miletos Humeitepebath (A. von Gerkanand F. Krischen, Milet, I, ix, Thermenund
Palaestren,Berlin 1928, pl. 37), Thebes Kadmeion (AEXT 3, 1917, p. 20, fig. 14), Veroia (AEXT 25, B' 2,
1970 [19731,p. 383, fig. 4), and Kos (BdA 35, 1950, p. 231, fig. 52).
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The semis as an all-over patternon a light ground was quite popularat Antioch. It
was sometimes used in panels as at Isthmia91but more often forms broad border areas
between panels with other decoration. The late 2nd-century House of Porticoes at
Seleucia92is the first to employ two different motifs alternatelyin the same area as at
Isthmia. In the 3rd century the House of the Boat of Psyches93again combines two
more elaborate motifs. In Italy at Pompeii and elsewhere light-on-darkwas the preferred system, gradually giving way to dark-on-lightby the mid-2nd century, after
which the semis apparentlywent out of style.94Though the semis was not especially
common in North Africa, two houses at Utica around A.D. 100 had panels of semis (one
dark-on-light,the other the reverse).95They rarelyappearon German floors except as a
narrowborderin light-on-dark,but one 2nd-centurymosaic has a whole floor consisting
mainly of simple crosses but occasionallyalternatingthem with indented diamonds like
ours.96Likewise in Greece the use of semis is mainly restrictedto narrowborder areas,
and the Isthmiaexample seems to be the only case of its use as an actual panel.
The specificmotifs used here are not exclusively characteristicof any particulararea
or period. Indented diamonds occur in Italy from Pompeii on97though they are more
common later. At Antioch the House of the Evil Eye and the House of the Drinking
Contest provide early 2nd- and 3rd-centuryexamples.98At Corinth they appearas filling
ornaments in the 2nd century in the villa, in the Southeast Building, and as a narrow
outer border in the Mosaic House.99The form with light or hollow centers was more
popularin Greece than our solid variety.
The simple crosses are less common than might be supposed since the more usual
forms have the tesserae set obliquely to each other rather than directly adjacentas in
ours, or they omit the central cube of the cross. Our type appearsat Pompeii in the
Villa dei Misteri, and in an early 1st-centuryexample in the museum at Este.100In the
91 Levi,

p1.97, DH 24-S (second half of 2nd century); and the House of the DrinkingContest, p. 157,
fig. 59 (mid-3rdcentury).
92 Levi, p1.100.
93 Levi,

pl. 39.

Pompeii dark-on-lightsemis were certainlynot unknown (e.g., VII.7.5, Blake I, pl. 2:2; VIII.2.1,
Blake I, pl. 25:1; or VI.8.5, Blake I, pl. 27:4). Ostia gives us light-on-darksemis on the earlier floors (Becatti, no. 387, pls. 10, 11, Augustan;no. 384, pl. 11, early 1st century; no. 227, pl. 10, ca. A.D. 130) and
the reverse later (Palazzo Imperiale, no. 301, pl. 59, ca. A.D. 150). Some 1st-centurydark-on-lightexamples remain in Rome, Via Nomentana (M. L. Morricone Matini, "Mosaici a cassettoni del I secolo
a.C.," ArchCI17, 1965, pl. 28:2) and Via Trionfale(NSc, 1920, p. 291, fig. 3).
9GCorpusde TunisieI, ii, pl. XII (Maisonau GrandOecus) and pl. XIX (MaisonOuest).
96 Parlasca,pl. 19:2 (Oberweis).
97E.g., Blake I, pl. 2:2 (VII.7.5, Second Style); NSc, 1939, p. 142, fig. 1 (Mileto Nuovo, 1st century
afterChrist, as fill in a reticulate).
98 Levi, pl. 93; p. 157, fig. 59.
99CorinthV, pls. 7 and 10; CorinthI, v, pl. 15:2; ibid., pl. 55. Also in the first half of the 2nd century
at Kouklia and at Eleusis as a fill motif (BCH 85, 1961, p. 294, fig. 46:b; and HpaKTwKa, 1936 [19371, p.
39, fig. 8).
100Pernice, pl. 22:2; BlakeI, pl. 11:2.
94 At
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2nd century it was used as a semis in the above-mentionedGerman floor. In Greece it
occurs around A.D.100 in the caldariumof the baths on the Kladeos at Olympia,and in
later Roman times as a filling decorationin Rhodes and as a semis in Samos.101
100:a)
On each side of the figured panels the lower right panel of patternworkis composed
of black-on-whitecircles interlaced in such a way as to produce rows of black quatrefoils. The white curvilinearsquares remaining as backgroundeach have a black filling
decorationof dotted crosslets (the arms being single-tesseradots, the center a squareof
four tesserae). In the west panel the spaces between the tips of the "leaflets"tend to be
one tessera wider than those in the east panel, and at the edges on all sides of the west
panel the patternstops one row sooner than in the east panel.
The pattern of interlaced circles was popular all over the Roman world. Blake
enumerates some examples in Italy from the 1st century and earlier,102both dark-onlight and the reverse. This simple interlaceappearsagain in black-on-whiteat Hadrian's
villa,103and in the early 3rd century at Ostia,104but from the 2nd century on more
elaborate forms such as the hexagonal interlace predominate in Italy. The Isthmia
variety, when it does occur after the 2nd century, is apt to have fancier filling decorations and "leaflets" in outline or with interior decoration.The 2nd-centuryand earlier
examples in Itailymost often lack filling decorations.
The plain interlace producingcurvilinearsquares was quite popularin the northern
provinces between the late 1st and early 3rd centuries, more often dark-on-lightthan
the reverse, and more often with filling decorations than without.105In Africa a 2ndcentury dark-on-lightinterlace occurs in the Marine Thiasos Baths at Acholla.106At
Antioch the patternwas common from the early 2nd century (House of Polyphemus)
until ca. A.D. 500 (Kaoussie Church).107 Here the pre-Severan examples are almost
exclusively dark-on-light,the Severan and after mostly light-on-dark,and most have
filling decorations (the later the more elaborate). The closest parallels to Isthmia,
including the filling decoration, are both 2nd century: Antioch DH 24-S, and Trier.108
The filling decoration in an interlaced pattern of the late 2nd or early 3rd century at
Ulpia Oescus in Bulgariais identicalto ours.109
INTERLACE (P1.

101 Kunze and Schleif,

op. cit. (footnote 74 above), pl. 30; AEXT 22, B' 2, 1967 [19691, p. 532, fig. 9;
23, B' 2, 1968 [19691,p. 377, fig. 2.
102 Blake I, pp. 109f.
103 Blake II, pl. 12:3 in the background.
104 Becatti, no. 319, pl. 40.
105 E.g., Parlasca,pl. 62:1 (Cologne, Apostelnkloster);Stern I, ii, pl. 37 (Teting). A simple 4th-century
example comes from Horkstow,Lincolnshire(Hinks, no. 36, p. 111, fig. 122).
106 Picard, op. cit. (footnote 26 above), p. 106, fig. 6.
107 Levi, pls. 2 and 139.
108 Levi, pl. 97:a;Parlasca,pl. 17:1
(Wyttenbachstrasse).
109Ivanov, op. cit. (footnote 89 above), p1.1.
AEXT
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In Greece the pattern was also well represented from the 1st century on.110Here
again there is a preferencefor dark-on-lightinterlaceson the pre-Severanfloors and the
reverse later, but the division is not as consistent in Greece as at Antioch.
CONCLUSIONS

Final determination of the date of the Isthmia mosaic will have to await further
study of the bath itself, but parallelscited for the figures suggest a date in the mid-2nd
century after Christ. Closest are the Tritons in the Marine Thiasos Baths at Acholla,
and especially the Chania Triton (P1. 101:b), both in the first half of the century. The
unclutteredcompositionalso suggests such a date.
Patternworkis often considered a better basis for the dating of mosaics than the
iconographyand style of figured scenes. This is partlydue to the belief that the pattern
books caused similarscenes to be repeatedat widely scatteredlocations and dates, as we
have in fact found, while the geometric decorationstend to be more specific to certain
periods.On the Isthmiamosaic the simplicityof the geometric designs in the patternwork
panels affordsratherscanty evidence for any conclusions as to the date, but some slight
hints may be valid if they reinforcethe indicationsfrom other elements of the floor.
Since interlaced circles occur everywhere in the Roman world and in all periods,
they would seem to be of little use, but in fact they may be more helpful than the other
panels because in Greece dark-on-lightinterlaces are most often pre-Severan.In Antioch the same tendency is even more marked, and in Italy already in the 2nd century
more elaborateforms of interlacebegan to replace our version although there is apparently no correlationbetween color preferenceand date there. Our simple trellis, though
the form does not appearin Italy until the 3rd century, occurs in Greece and at Antioch
from the 2nd century on. The checkerboardspans the same dates in Greece and
became popularin Italy and the West about the same time or a little later (but was not
popularat Antioch). Finally, the use of semis in panels is perhapswithout parallel in
Greece. It is uncommon in Italy except for whole rooms, and even in that case is rare
after the 2nd century. At Antioch, on the contrary,it is common, though not so often
in panels. Indented diamonds appearin Greece from the 1st century on, in Italy from
Pompeii on (becoming common in the 2nd century), and at Antioch from the early 2nd
century. All of this would allow a date for our mosaic any time from the 2nd century
on. The interlacedcircles suggest more emphaticallysome time during the 2nd century,
though they do not rule out a later date.
110 There are late 1st-centuryinterlacedcircles in the villa at Anaploga (Miller, op. cit. [footnote 42
above], pl. 73), in the Kladeos Baths at Olympia(Adler, op. cit. [footnote 17 above], pl. CXI), and in the
Odeum at Patras (A,EXT 16, 1960 [1962], pl. 117). Second-centuryexamples come from the villas at Corinth (CorinthV, pls. 3 and 10), Eleusis (flpaKTtKac,1936 [1937], p. 40, fig. 9), Chalkis (Andreiomenou,
loc. cit. [footnote 42 above]), and Naousa (AEXT 19, B' 3, 1964 [1967], pl. 422), and a house in Athens
(AEXT 21, B' 1, 1966 [1968], p1.72). In the 3rd centurythe patternis representedat Kos (BdA 35, 1950, p.
231, fig. 52), Miletos (Milet I, vii, pl. 7), and Sparta(AEXT 20, B' 1, 1965 [1967], pl. 153). I hardlyneed
add that this list is only a samplingof the many floors with this patternfrom these centuries, and that the
patterncontinuedto be popularin later centuriesas well.
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The borderis not quite as ordinaryas the patternworkpanels, and the motifs used in
it offer further and perhapsbetter clues. The use of a strong continuous border such as
this is often an indicationof a Severan date. In dating a Greek mosaic, however, the
greatest weight should presumablybe accordedthe Greek parallels.As indicatedearlier,
such borders had already appearedin Greece several times by the middle of the 2nd
century after Christ, not to mention their long history in the country priorto that time.
Our particulartype of borderalso occurs at Antioch (P1. 101:c) in the early 2nd century,
so it would seem that such bold bordersare partof the Easterntraditionand should not
necessarilybe judged by currentItalianstandards.111
In fact the influence may sometimes
have gone in the other direction, as is likely to be the case with our type of trellis and
the extended crosses. The latter seem to have been more popularin Greece and Antioch
than in the West in the 2nd century. On the other hand, it is clear that influence went
both directions. In the case of the Isthmia mosaic it is certain that the idea of monochrome figure decoration at least was imported. Black-and-whitegeometric decoration
does occur elsewhere in Greece, but polychromewas more popular.Although a time lag
between the introductionof new elements to mosaics in Italy and their arrivalelsewhere
is sometimes assumed, particularlywith the black-and-whitetechnique, Blake advises
that some of the same patternsappearcontemporaneouslyin Italy and Germany in the
2nd century.112
Thereforeour mosaic need not automaticallybe dated later than it would
be had it been found in Italy. Another possible import from the West to Greece may be
the squareinscribedwith a concave diamond.This occurs in the West fairlyoften in the
1st and 2nd centuries but not until later in the East. The 2nd-centuryGreek and Antiochean parallelsfor the border, and the Hadrianiccharacterof the interiordecorationin
the lozenges and concave diamondspoint again to the mid-2ndcenturyas a likely date.
The mid-2nd century was a period of considerablebuilding activity on the Isthmus.
Existing structureswere refurbishedand new buildingserected, many by a wealthy high
priest of Poseidon, Juventianus,and Herodes Atticus likewise bestowed favors on the
site.113After that time there was apparentlyno major construction apart from military
structures,so a 2nd-centurydate for the mosaic seems appropriatehistoricallyas well as
stylistically.
The Isthmia mosaicist was probablya native Greek who used local patternbooks to
design a pavement in the Hellenistic tradition but in the current Italian monochrome
style.114Panel-styledecorationand figured scenes divided into registers were Hellenistic
"I

Our particulartype of border did occur at Pompeii in the 1st century and earlier, and in the 2nd
century at Ostia and elsewhere (see pp. 337-338), but it was not used in the West as a frame around figured panels until later (e.g., P. L. Zovato, Mosaicipaleocristiani
delle Venezie,Udine 1963, pp. 65-66, no.
60, p. 135, no. 133).
112 Blake II, p. 123, note 1.
113 For a brief history of the site, see 0. Broneer, "Excavationsat Isthmia," Hesperia28, 1959, pp.
338-342. On Herodes Atticus' benefactionsto Corinth and the Isthmus, see P. Graindor, Un milliardaire
Atticuiset sa famille,Cairo 1930, pp. 209ff.
antique.H&rode
114 A combination of Greek and Roman characteristicsoccurs also in the theater at Isthmia in the
remodelingof the second Roman period, probablyin the thirdquarterof the 2nd century.See E. Gebhard,
The Theaterat Isthmia,Chicago1973.
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characteristicsknown at Pompeii"15but not favored in the 2nd-centuryand later blackand-whitemosaics of Italy. Several aspects of the Isthmia figure decorationlikewise are
almost without parallelin the black-and-whitemosaics but are not uncommon in Pompeian art, Greek art (both Hellenistic and Roman periods), and in North African
mosaics."16These features are apparentlyHellenistic and remained in the Greek and
North African patternbooks after the Italianbooks abandonedthem. Thus the Isthmia
mosaicist has combined elements of the native Greek traditionwith the current Italiai
trends and from rathercommon components has produceda highly originalwork of art.
PAMELA M. PACKARD
Los ANGELES
115
116

Bianchi-Bandinelli,op. cit. (footnote 40 above), p. 136.
See p. 335-336.
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