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ABSTRACT 

This study begins with a discussion regarding the military crises of third and early fourth               

century Roman Empire and how they appear to have missed Sicily entirely, resulting in the               

island entering a period of prosperity, especially in the rural regions. The direct link between the                

establishment of Constantinople as capital of the Empire and Sicily’s subsequent economic boom             

is also examined. Within this historical context, the relationship between the mosaics of North              

Africa and those of Sicily begins with a survey of the richly-decorated Villa Romana del Casale                

near modern day Piazza Armerina. The extensive collections of mosaics adorning this villa are              

examined in depth and grouped thematically. Finally, comparisons of the motifs, and the             

methodologies used for creating these mosaics are made with similar, and in some cases even               

identical works found in North Africa, especially around Carthage. From this, it can be              

determined that not only were the mosaics of Piazza Armerina influenced by North African              

design, but they may have even been made by North African mosaicists themselves.  
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THE VILLA OF PIAZZA ARMERINA IN ITS HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Due to its location between continents in the centre of the Mediterranean, Sicily has              

always played an essential role as a crossroads between different cultures and peoples. Whether              

discussing the Greeks, Carthaginians, Romans, or even the later Arab conquests, Sicily has             

always represented a location for the fusion of vastly different cultures. Despite being             

geographically close to, and probably once connected to Italy (an ancient idea going back as far                

as Aeschylus), Sicily has maintained then, as it does now, a distinct identity from the mainland.  

Before examining specific examples of the fourth-century mosaics of Sicily, it would be             

beneficial to provide a brief historical context of the island at the time. The military crises of                 

third and early fourth century Rome appear to have missed Sicily entirely, as the island entered a                 

period of prosperity, especially in the rural regions. Historically, since the times following the              1

civil wars of the late republic until about the late fifth century, Sicily has had a reputation of                  

being a particularly peaceful region. So much so, that when a supposed outbreak of banditry               

occurred on the island, Gallienus prefaced the event by saying etiam in Sicilia, implying this               

disorder was an incredibly rare occurrence for the island. There is very little evidence to suggest                2

that Sicily experienced any conflict during this time which was significant enough to be              

mentioned in detail by contemporary historians. This is highlighted by the fact that there appear               

to be no permanent military constructions in Sicily during this period. In regards to the supposed                3

military houses found at Punta Secca, Wilson states “I do not interpret the houses at Punta Secca,                 

newly settled about this time as primarily military in character, despite their inward-turning             

character and their superficial similarity to the gsar of North Africa which were once thought to                

1 Pfuntner 2013,  25. 
2 Wilson 1991, 47. 
3 Wilson 1991. 

 



 

have a quasi-military function”. There is no reason to suggest that the entire fourth century was                4

anything but a period free of conflict for Sicily; in fact, the rural regions of the island, in                  

particular, were even experiencing one of fastest economic booms of its history.  

One of the key reasons for this economic growth was the establishment of Constantinople              

as the capital of the Empire in 330. With this change, Egypt, which had previously satisfied the                 

grain needs of Rome, had now been rerouted to supply the needs of Constantinople. As a result,                 

North Africa became the principal supplier to Rome, and the coast of Sicily acted as the                

commercial hub between the two continents. D. Vera suggests that the island may have also               

profited off their own grain source as well - as it once had during the early imperial times when                   

the island was known as the ‘grain basket of Rome’ - claiming Sicilian grain was exempt from                 

the Roman annona tax, allowing it to be traded freely at this time. This idea, however, is one                  5

that raises controversy among scholars.   6

Another substantial reason for this growth may be the result of Diocletian’s official              

inclusion of the island into the Italian peninsula as a single diocese. Syracuse maintained the               7

role of the capital of the island, serving as a crucial trade port between the Eastern and Western                  

parts of the Empire. With this, it seems, Sicily experienced an influx of popularity as an escape                 

from the hectic life of a Roman elite in Italy. Luxurious villas were constructed on the island,                 

serving as a retreat for the senatorial class from the hectic urban life of Rome, as well as acting                   

as a safe place for investment and production. It would appear as though Sicily was gaining a                 

“mobile-elite.” So prominent was this economic development, that eventually under Constantine           

4 Wilson 1991, 418. 
5 Vera D. 1998, 33. 
6 Pfuntner 2013, 26. 
7 Pfuntner 2013. 

 



 

a specific post, the rationalis rei privatae was created regarding the handling of imperial estates               

in Sicily. These wealthy villa-owning elite would be mirroring the lifestyle of the emperor on a                8

smaller scale, with their estates acting as “capitals” of their own “private kingdoms” in a sense.                

These isolated rural estates were much more conducive to displays of quasi-absolute personal             

authority than anything possible in an urban centre. It is perhaps of no surprise, then, that                

investment in urban infrastructure, housing, and public monuments experienced no such growth,            

other than a few exceptions such as the coastal city of Syracuse. This economic prosperity               9

appears to have chiefly manifested in the rural regions, possibly due to the labour force for these                 

villas being drawn from the rural farming inhabitants of the island, thus circulating the rural               

economy. Large settlements, such as that of Caucana in modern Punta Secca, began appearing              10

along major Roman routes throughout the province serving as a centre for export for these goods                

produced by estates. The need for large urban centres diminished with the rapid growth of the                11

rural economy in Sicily.  

As mentioned, this influx of wealth to the rural portions of the island brought the               

construction of some of the largest villas in antiquity. With this wealth from senatorial-ranking              

officials flowing into Sicily, the island saw itself once again acting as a cultural force in the                 

Mediterranean. In short, despite the limited scholarship and the sparsity of ancient sources on the               

topic, a small but clear picture can be drawn of fourth century Sicily. This was an island which                  

was historically known for being relatively problem-free as far as unrest went, and this extended               

into the fourth century. A period of growth, as a result, bestowed the island with new economic                 

8 Wilson 1991, 218.  
9 Cracco Ruggini 1997, 243. 
10  Pfuntner 2013, 26. 
11  Pfuntner 2013.  

 



 

connections with Africa. The inclusion of the island into the diocese of Italy prompted senatorial               

class Romans to set up estates in the countryside as a safe investment, resulting in a noticeable                 

economic boom. The influx of money being invested in the island would result in some of the                 

largest and most grandiose collections of mosaics in antiquity.  

  

 



 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH AT PIAZZA ARMERINA 

 

Figure 1: Location of the Villa 

 

The Villa Romana del Casale, near Piazza Armerina in central Sicily (Figure 1) is one of,                

if not the best-preserved of the Roman villas that developed during the late empire. The               

enormous villa is spread along three terraces at the bottom of a hill. The first terrace on the                  

eastern portion is bound by an aqueduct and is the location of the private apartments, the basilica,                 

and the hall of the ‘Great Hunt’. Adjacent to this is a terrace centred on a rectangular peristyle                  

courtyard containing a dining room, and another oval courtyard, all of which are accessible from               

the corridor of the Great Hunt. The third terrace contained the baths and the monumental               

entrance to the villa. The entire villa except for a few service areas is paved in mosaics which                  

 



 

include, but are not limited to various depictions of myths, games, and exotic beasts - ostriches,                

elephants, lions, to name a few - making it the most extensive known in-situ collections of                

mosaics from antiquity. Consisting of over forty separate mosaics, its decorated floors span an              

area of roughly 3,500 square metres. Smaller rooms are adorned with geometric designs, with              12

the larger rooms containing a high proportion of figured scenes, more so than typical upper-class               

villas of this period.   13

 

 

Figure 2: Aerial sketch of the Villa 

12 Dunbabin 1999, 131.  
13 Wilson 1982, 418. 

 



 

The site was initially excavated in 1881 under the direction of Luigi Pappalardo, an              

Italian engineer. During this phase, the central section of the triclinium was unearthed, revealing              

a portion of the mosaic of the Labours of Hercules, as well as a square pavement with white                  14

marble slabs arranged in a circular formation. 

Many years after this campaign, in 1929, the Antiquities Office of Sicily resumed             

excavations and entrusted Paolo Orsi and Roberto Carta to carry out the operations. Their efforts               

extended the area of the triclinium, as well as the nymphaeum of the ovoid portico. In addition to                  

this, they explored the nearby fourth-century necropolis on the slope of Mount Mangone. The              

complexity of the site was only beginning to be understood.  15

It was not until the 1950s that proper measures were taken to ensure the preservation of                

the ornate mosaics which were still being uncovered at this time. Gino Vinicio Gentili, with help                

from the Antiquities Office, undertook this preservation campaign. Continued excavations during           

this time brought to light the corridor of the ‘Great Hunt’, the rooms around the peristyle, as well                  

as concluding the work which had previously begun on the ovoid portico. Excavations             16

continued during the decade, and the site began to reveal more of itself and gave some insight as                  

to its function. It was during this time that the site was identified as being that of a single late                    

antique Roman villa, despite other theories that the site was a large city.  17

As can be seen, significant excavations were carried out in the 1950s and eventually              

again briefly in the 80s and 90s. However, the primary focus of these excavations was always the                 

mosaics. Little to no attention was being made in regards to studying the chronology, history, or                

14 Pappalardo, 1881. 
15 Wilson, 1983. 
16 Bonifazio 1950. 
17 Bonifazio 1950. 

 



 

function of the site. It was not until 2004 when excavation resumed under the Università di                

Roma La Sapienza that this information was considered, as well as new insights into the later                

habitation of the site.  

The issue of the ownership of the villa is one that brings much controversy. Some of the                 

earlier theories suggested that the villa had been one of imperial status, attributing ownership              

first to the emperor Maximian , and then to his son Maxentius . However, this is now generally                18 19

agreed to be unlikely among scholars. As it currently stands, the most popular theory is that the                 20

villa served as the country seat of a family of Roman aristocrats, who held provincial               

governorships. Attempts have been made to link specific families or individuals to the site,              21

such as L. Aradius Valerius Proculus Populonius, or the distinguished family of the Ceionii.              22

However, these potential owners are widely speculative, and there is nothing known from the              

historical record that could establish any conclusive ownership. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

18 Gentili 1954, 12. 
19 Kahler 1969, 41-49.  
20 Wilson 1983, 86. 
21 Dunbabin 1999, 132. 
22 Dunbabin 1999. 

 



 

DESCRIPTION OF THE VILLA 

 

Figure 3: Gentili’s layout of the site 

 

The meticulous notes of Gino Gentili provide those who are unable to access the              

wonderfully preserved site with a very in-depth layout and description of the ruins (Figure 3). In                

front of the monumental entrance are remnants of a perimeter wall. This opus incertum wall is                

2.80m thick, and in some places still contains traces of paintings on its plaster. The entrance                23

itself (Figure 3, No. 1) contains three arched sandstone doorways flanked by marble columns,              

with the central doorway being the largest at 4.50m across. The entrance opens into a sizeable                

23 Gentili 1954, 17. 

 



 

porticoed atrium of irregular shape (Figure 3, No. 2) surrounded by marble columns. Remnants              

of white stone pavement exist in this section, with evidence of a square basin fountain.   24

A stairway to the right of the portico leads to a large entranceway to the main section of                  

the villa (Figure 3, No. 3), which still preserves a portion of its mosaic floor (Figure 4). This                  

mosaic, though fragmented, would be the first figured scene of the complex to those entering.  

 

 

Figure 4: Mosaic of the Adventus 

24 Gentili 1954, 17. 

 



 

The scene depicts two sets of men in embroidered robes and crowned with laurels. The figure                

visible on the lower portion appears to be carrying a diptych whereas the men above are                25

bearing branches, with the central, bearded figure carrying a candle. Though the scene is far too                

fragmentary to have any understood context, it is titled the Adventus mosaic due to the items                

carried by the figures being reminiscent of the adventus ceremony for the emperor - a fitting                

image to display near the main entrance. The entrance also featured facilities for the comfort and                

hygiene of visitors, a practice that was found at other large villas such as the palace of Hadrian                  

near Tivoli. The large room to the north-west of the atrium is what Gentili calls the ‘Large                 

Latrine’ (Figure 3, No. 6), which are likely to have once contained marble seats. This               

semi-circular room was paved with tessellated black and white squares, with the centre             

containing a simple red tiled floor, which was appropriate for a service room. Between the               

latrines and the main entrance is the access to a bathing facility which Gentili calls the ‘Chapel                 

of the Thermae’(Figure 3, No. 5). Small and square in shape, this room has a semi-circular apse                 

on the far end, which bears a resemblance to the cella of the Temple of Venus at Baalbeck.                  26

Gentili believes this room had a similar dedication to Venus, however, there is little to support                

this theory, rather it was likely simply an entranceway of sorts for those who wished to access                 

the baths directly, rather than entering through the peristyle. Connected to the right is another               

small chamber with a similarly decorated geometric mosaic floor.  

From here, one would enter the so-called ‘Hall of the Circus’ (Figure 3, No. 8). Possibly                

serving as a palestra, this room is given its name due to the content of the mosaics housed                  

25 Gentili 1954, 18. 
26 Gentili 1954. 

 



 

within. Represented here is a large figured scene depicting the chariot races at the Circus               

Maximus (Figure 5). 

  

 

Figure 5:  Circus Mosaic 

 

It is with great certainty that this scene depicts the circus in Rome itself, with great attention paid                  

to the details of the buildings and ornaments of the spina and the starting gates in order to locate                   

the events. The northern portion of the mosaic depicts two charioteers preparing for a race,               27

assisted by youths. In front of them, four quadrigae race around the track at full speed, one                 

representing each colour faction. Spectators adorn the curved portion of the mosaic. At its              

conclusion, it can be seen that the charioteer of the green faction is being awarded the palm of                  

victory, with the red chariot closely behind.  

27 Humphrey 1986, 223-233. 

 



 

 

Figure 6: Frigidarium 

 

The octagonal chamber of the ‘Frigidarium’ (Figure 3, No. 9) (Figure 6) is directly              

connected to the hall of the circus. This portion consisted of one large central room and was                 

circled by six smaller radial apses. The mosaics of the larger chamber show evidence of being                

restored, especially around the pools, suggesting it was still in use at a later date. Depicted here                 28

is a marine scene with small cupids fishing from four boats, with various mythical sea characters                

such as Oceanus, and Triton also making appearances. Of the six radial apses, only two contain                

discernable mosaics. The mosaic of the first of these two depicts an individual removing his               

richly decorated robe, assisted by two servants. The other intact apse contains a mosaic depicting               

a youth emerged from a bath and covered in a towel sitting on a stool on which a leopard skin                    

garment is resting. He is also accompanied by two servants. It is interesting to note that these two                  

apses contained pools which were mirrored in the scenes of the mosaics.  

 

28 Gentili 1954, 21. 

 



 

 

Figure 7: Mosaics of the radial apses 

 

Adjacent to the Frigidarium was the Tepidarium (Figure 3, No. 11). This long, apsed              

room had a similar layout to the aforementioned palestra. The hypocaust system is visible in this                

room, as the majority of the floor no longer survives. What little does survive of the mosaics in                  

this room appears to depict a lampadedromia - a torch-race of sorts. The three rooms opening                29

to the west of the Tepidarium were the Calidaria (Figure 3, No. 12), which much like the                 

tepidarium, exist in a fragmented state.  

Beyond the monumental entrance is a large rectangular peristyle (Figure 3, No. 15).             

Here, a central fountain adorned with fish mosaics is enclosed by a colonnade of marble pillars                

with Corinthian capitals. The floors of the outer portion of this court are decorated with               

depictions of wreaths encircling the heads of various beasts (Figure 8). The northern wing of this                

peristyle opens up to a number of smaller rooms, of which only a few contain any discernible                 

remainders of mosaics.  

 

29 Gentili 1954, 23. 

 



 

  

Figure 8: Animal Head Mosaics 

 

The so-called ‘Chamber of the Erotes Fishing’ (Figure 3, No. 22) is one of these rooms, named                 

for the subject matter of its floor mosaic. The scene depicts four fishing boats, each containing                

three cupids wearing various styles of clothing hurling harpoons, fishing with lines, or pulling in               

nets of fish.  

Figure 9: Chamber of erotes 

 



 

  

Figure 10: Small Hunting Scene 

 

The second room of interest within this cluster is a larger square room which houses a                

small hunting scene (Figure 3, No. 23). The scene begins in the upper left, depicting the                

departure of two hunters holding leashed dogs, which appear again in other hunting scenes in the                

villa. The next scene depicts these same hounds chasing a fox. Central to the scene is an image of                   

Artemis with her quiver before an altar. Hunters on the bottom left trap a group of stags pursued                  

by horse, while the hunters on the bottom right struggle to kill a wild boar. The orientation of this                   

room suggests it probably served as a summer dining room. 

Not far from the small hunting scene is the location of the famous corridor of the Great                 

Hunt (Figure 3, No. 26). This long ambulatio, accessible through three stairways on the east side                

of the peristyle, has an apse on both ends, each containing a personification of a Roman                

province. 

 

 



 

 

Figure 11: Personification of Africa 

 

The southern pointing apse contains the personification of Africa (or possibly Arabia) in between              

an elephant with crossing lines over its skin, as well as a tiger and a phoenix rising from its nest.                    

The central figure holds what appears to be a tusk or a horn in her left arm, and a tree in her                      

right. The opposite apse contains a gold-embroidered figure in a heavily fragmented state but is               

believed to be the personification of Mauretania due to what is believed to be a leopard and a                  

bear at the figure’s sides. Between these two scenes is one of the most grandiose mosaic scenes                 30

which survives from antiquity. Varying landscapes from rivers to plains to rocky hills make up               

the background to this enormous hunting scene. Exotic beasts of all types are seen, including               

tigers chasing goats, panthers hunting antelope, a lion clawing a wild donkey, and a leopard               

pursuing stags, to name a few. In addition to this, scenes of humans hunting and capturing exotic                 

30 Carandini 1964, 48. 

 



 

game is a central motif depicted here. Scenes of lions, hippos, rhinoceroses, bison and ostriches               

being captured or baited are readily available throughout this mosaic. 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Various scenes on the Great Hunt.  

 

A central figure dressed in trousers and a richly adorned tunic watches these scenes. Gentili               

believes this man to be Maximian due to his appearance. As he puts it: 

An austere and dignified person stands watching all these complex scenes; his costume of              
long trousers, tunic and chlamys both richly adorned and characteristic cylindrical cap of             
the Pannonian-Illyrian era, are typical of the Tetrarchic period as is provided by the              
reliefs on the Arch of Galerius at Salonika. His individually characteristic traits and his              
general aspect can be identified as the salient points of Maximian Hercules  31

31 Gentili 1954, 36. 

 



 

 
However, as discussed earlier, this is no longer believed to be the case. It is possible, however, 

that this man depicted is, in fact, the owner of the villa, whomever that may have been. 

 

  

Figure 13: Dignified man watching the hunts 

 

At the end of the great hunt, nets, carts, and crates transport the animals - both alive and dead-                   

onto two central ships. This richly decorated mosaic illustrates a successful hunting campaign on              

a massive scale, as well as the shipment of beasts to Rome for the purpose of the Circus games.  

Three groups of rooms open onto the east side of the corridor of the Great Hunt. On the                  

North end is a group of three rooms, one of which is a square room with its walls still standing to                     

some height (Figure 3, No. 27), preserving evidence of paintings. On the floor is a vivid scene                 

inspired by the Homeric story of Polyphemus. Sitting on a large central rock is a three-eyed                

cyclops with a disembowelled ram sprawled across his lap. Approaching from the left, as the               

 



 

story goes, is Odysseus in a short tunic extending to the giant a bowl of wine while his two                   

partners watch fearfully from afar.  

 

 Figure 14: Polyphemus 

Towards the southern point of the corridor are a few rooms surrounding a semi-circular              

court which lead to the ‘Diaeta’ of Arion (Figure 3, No. 32). This apsed room was decorated                 

with two columns, and its walls were panelled with marble. The floor mosaic is of particular                

interest, containing a figured composition of various mythological characters. Included in this            

scene are an array of sea monsters, griffins, cherubs, centaurs, and various semi-divinities, to              

name a few, as well as a plethora of earthly creatures.  

Figure 15: Diaeta of Arion 

 



 

A rectangular chamber neighbours the Diaeta of Arion to the right, depicting a more              

lighthearted scene (33). Around a small central obelisk, four chariots drawn by large birds are               

driven by small children, reminiscent of the circus scene discussed earlier. The artist assigned              

each child a coloured bird corresponding to the factions represented in the race: white geese, red                

flamingoes, blue plovers, and green pigeons.  32

 

 

Figure 16: The Small Circus 

 

On the other end of this symmetrical group of rooms, the theme of children performing               

adult activities is again employed in the room of the children hunting (Figure 3, No. 36). Divided                 

32 Gentili 1954, 39. 

 



 

into three sections, the first of which shows a spotted hare fleeing a boy, only to be met by the                    

spear of another child. To the right, a duck is being strangled by a noose. The second portion                  

depicts the young hunters facing some difficulties. To the left, the young boy is being nipped at                 

the ankle by a small animal, and to the right, a rooster chases the other boy. In the lower section,                    

a young hunter attacks a peacock with a stick, while another squares off against a buzzard, and                 

the third boy attacks a goat.  

 

 

Figure 17: Children Hunting 

 

Between the two groups of rooms is a large apsed hall with an entrance framed by                

columns, the so-called Basilica (Figure 3, No. 30), certainly acted as an area for official               

functions. In this space, the floor was covered with large coloured marble tiles in geometric               

 



 

patterns, which created a more solemn and prestigious feeling than the areas adorned with              

figured scenes. Housed in one of the rooms on the south side of the peristyle is arguably one of                   

the most famous mosaic scenes from antiquity: the Chamber of the Ten Maidens, or as they are                 

more informally known - the Bikini Girls (Figure 3, No. 38). Shown here are ten women dressed                 

in what resembles modern-day bikinis. Formerly thought to have depicted a beauty pageant, it is               

now known that they are engaging in gymnastic sports including weightlifting, discus throwing,             

ball games, and foot racing. One of the women holds a palm of victory, while she adorns her                  

own head with a crown. A second woman is being given a victory palm and a crown by another                   

robed woman. She holds a circular item attached to a stick, which Gentili describes as the wheel                 

of a game of circus races. Others argue she may be holding a prize or taking part in a type of                     33

gymnastic event involving the peculiar item.  34

 

Figure 18: ‘Bikini Girls’ 

33 Gentili 1954, 44. 
34 Lee,1984, 45-78. 

 



 

The final room of relevance to this paper is the large Triclinium of the villa, also known                 

as the Great Hall, which is located at one end of the large elliptical peristyle (Figure 3, No. 46).                   

Mosaics cover the floor of this large dining room with three apses facing into the peristyle. In                 35

the centre of this room is a representation of the labours of Hercules, who does not himself make                  

an appearance in this section. In the Northern apse, however, we see a scene depicting Hercules                

standing heroically in front of a tree bearing golden fruit, with a fallen monster to his left. The                  

eastern apse portrays five giants defeated and frantically trying to remove the venom-dipped             

arrows Hercules had pierced them with. Finally, the southern apse depicts a Dionysian myth of               

Lycurgus trying to kill the maenad Ambrosia.  

 

Figure 19: Various Scenes from the Great Hall/Triclinium 

 

35 Gentili 1954, 48. 

 



 

THEMES AND INTERPRETATIONS OF THE MOSAICS 

Thematically, the figured mosaics are grouped by Dunbabin into several categories. The            36

first of these groups and the most prominent are those which depict spectacles or entertainment               

such as the obvious example of the Circus Race mosaic (Figure 5) in the hall preceding the                 

baths, which as discussed, likely depicts the Circus Maximus in Rome itself. Also falling into               

this group would be the Great Hunt (Figure 12) which contains images of the capture of                

elephants, ostriches, tigers, and other large exotic beasts by soldiers and officials. The scenes of               

live animals being transported onto ships allude to their use in great public games, perhaps even                

for Roman amphitheatres which would demand a great variety of exotic animals from all corners               

of the empire, such as those depicted. Some scholars suggest these two mosaics themselves              

commemorate actual spectacles which occurred as a result of the donations by the owner or his                

family when they held magistracies in the city.  37

Similarly, the next group of mosaics also deals with game and entertainment imagery, but              

in a more comical sense. These include the mosaics depicting children attempting to emulate the               

feats of their elder counterparts, such as hunting small harmless animals (Figure 17) and racing               

in bird drawn chariots around a miniature circus (Figure 16). It is interesting to note that these                 

scenes adorn the more private quarters of the villa, suggesting these sorts of child performances               

would be more suited as less formal means of entertainment. Also falling under this category are                

the very few depictions of musical entertainment such as the depiction of Arion playing his lyre                

on a dolphin in the marine scene (Figure 15), which may also be grouped together with the                 

36 Dunbabin 1999, 133. 
37 Mielsch 1989, 462. 

 



 

mythological scenes. These scenes of private entertainment and music make up the second             

group. 

Not directly relating to the themes of spectacle is the next group, which deals with the                

leisured life experienced by a Roman aristocrat. The obvious example for this group are the               

figures adorning the mosaic of the small hunting scene (Figure 10). In this scene, extravagantly               

dressed men hunt down a boar, deer, and other local animals. A particular emphasis is placed on                 

the central scene of this mosaic which depicts a rural sacrifice to Artemis as well perhaps as an                  

offering for the success the men appear to have experienced on their hunt. Also depicted               

centrally are the men preparing and sharing a large bird as a meal. 

A number of mosaics appear to deal with the life of the villa itself, containing scenes                

which mirror the use of the room in which they reside with an emphasis on luxury and wealth. A                   

number of these can be found within the baths, which Dunbabin suggests may have been open to                 

a broader public than just inhabitants of the villa. In the vestibule between the peristyle and the                 38

baths a woman can be seen, perhaps the domina of the villa, with her two sons as they are                   

followed by two servants carrying their bathing gear (Figure 20).  

 

Figure 20: ‘Domina’ and Her Attendants 

38 Dunbabin 1999, 134. 

 



 

A great deal of ostentatiousness surrounded aristocrats bathing, as Ammianus Marcellinus           

describes : 

Others, resplendent in silken garments, as though they were to be led to death, or as if (to                  
speak without any evil omen) they were bringing up the rear preceded by an army, are                
followed by a throng of slaves drawn up in troops, amid noise and confusion. When such                
men, each attended by fifty servants, have entered the vaulted rooms of a bath, they shout                
in threatening tones: "Where on earth are our attendants?"  39

 

Perhaps this sort of grand aristocratic bathing experience is what is being depicted in this mosaic.                

In addition to this, various additional scenes of bathers undressing and being attended to by their                

servants exist in the apses surrounding the frigidarium (Figure 7). The frigidarium itself, as              

previously discussed, is paved with marine scenes, which Dunbabin believes was a presentation             

of the wealth of the sea in a villa which was situated far inland, as well as the obvious connection                    

with marine scenes to the bathing experience.  40

The mosaics of the triclinium, however, do not fit into any of these groupings. Containing               

the mythological labours of Hercules, with an emphasis placed on the bodies of his defeated               

opponents, rather than the laborious struggles of the tasks themselves. It is clear this mosaic’s               

primary interest is not the narrative itself, but rather, the fate of the defeated opponents is the                 

prominent theme. A number of theories attempt to explain why this style was chosen, but most                

are dependent on the identification of the proposed owner of the villa itself. Perhaps this scene                 41

was styled in such a manner to represent the owner’s overcoming of political rivals.              

Alternatively, it may have held a moral message. Hercules, being a very popular subject in               

philosophy in Late Antiquity as the model for men who desire virtue, could be depicted as                

39 Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum Gestarum, 28.4.8 (Trans. Rolfe, John C., 1950). 
40 Dunbabin 1999, 135. 
41 Carandini, A., Ricci A. and De Vos M. 1982, 83-86; and Amedick 1994, 103-104. 

 



 

defeating those who resist proper order. Regardless, whomever the owner of the villa may have               

been, it is clear he had a particular interest with the deity, as is evidenced through the discovery                  

of fragments of a colossal statue to Hercules found elsewhere in the villa.  42

As can be seen, there is much overlap between the groupings of these mosaics, perhaps               

intentionally so. Official sections of the villa are adorned with images of public entertainment,              

with allusions to the games in Rome. More light-hearted scenes of entertainment decorate the              

private quarters, as well as the scenes of leisure. The baths, which were likely not solely for                 

private use, make a spectacle of the wealth, and the importance of the aristocrats who inhabited                

the villa. Analogies of Hercules are used to exemplify the glory of the owner in the main dining                  

room. Overall it is clear that the overarching message conveyed through all the mosaics of the                

villa is one of incredible earned-prosperity with a direct connection to Rome itself.  

  

42 Dunbabin 1999, 137. 

 



 

NORTH AFRICA IN THE FOURTH CENTURY 

Despite being one of the first regions to fall under Roman rule, the process of               

‘Romanization’ was relatively slow in the province of North Africa. The population was changed              

to some extent with the numerous colonies founded by Julius Caesar and Augustus, however, the               

local populations remained distinct from the Romans, as many of the major cities were, for all                

intents and purposes, still Punic. Indeed, the importance of provincials grew in Rome as the               43

empire expanded, but it would appear as though the majority of provincial senators and              

magistrates were supplied by Spain and Gaul, with only a few African exceptions. The              44

archaeological record mirrors this, as aside from military installations, and roads, very little             

Roman material exists in North Africa from the first century A.D.   45

It is not until the time of Trajan and Hadrian that North Africa begins to enter a period of                   

Romanization and prosperity, eventually reaching its peak in the late second and early third              

centuries. Latin inscriptions in Africa, temples to Roman gods, circuses, baths, and statues             

dedicated to the emperor all attest to the influence Rome began holding over the province. It is                 

during this period that more African magistrates begin to enter the Roman political sphere,              

holding various titles and offices, with the eventual culmination of an African, Septimius             

Severus, as Emperor. The prosperity of North Africa during this time is also mentioned in the                

writings of Apuleius, in which he speaks of his wealth allowing him to free three of his slaves on                   

a whim.   46

43 Broughton 1968, 23.  
44 Picard 1959, 797. 
45 Dunbabin 1978, 12. 
See also: Stone 2013, 505-521 who argues that Roman North Africa  was not entirely inactive during the Republican 
Period.  
46 Apuleius, Apologia 1.17. 

 



 

While the recessions and conflicts of the third century must have affected Africa to an               

extent, as there appears to be a decline in public building projects in the later third century, the                  

province’s economy was primarily rooted in agriculture, of which there was always a demand for               

around the empire. This brief period of instability is eventually brought to a halt with the arrival                 47

of the fourth century, in which Africa again appears to enter a period of prosperity. In his Ordo                  

Urbium Nobilium, Ausonius even goes as far as placing Carthage as the third city of the empire,                 

one position behind Constantinople itself. Much like Sicily, however, we begin to see much of               48

the wealth shifting from towns to the countryside and villas. It is also during this period to which                  

we owe the production of a significant proportion of mosaics, with many coming from              

workshops in Carthage, as well as smaller sites such as Cuicul (Djemila) and Thamugadi              

(Timgad).  49

  

47 Warmington, 1954. 
48 Ausonius, Ordo Urbium Nobilium, ii-iii. 
49 Dunbabin 1978, 15. 

 



 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE NORTH AFRICAN TRADITION 

The earliest known mosaic-type floors of North Africa tend to be very simple in design,               

with the more elaborate works often being attributed to foreign craftsmen. By the second and               

third century B.C. we already see a strong Hellenistic influence in the designs of floors. At                50

Kerkouane, Punic houses were found paved with ceramic aggregate floors, with irregular            

fragments of stone as well as ceramic tesserae laid roughly together to make simple patterns.               51

Though their exact date is not yet entirely established, true mosaics in North Africa eventually               

appear in Carthage in the form of plain white marble tesserae. It is possible this early method of                  

composing mosaics is what constituted the Pavimenta Punica which Cato criticised the            

popularity of in Rome for being a Punic luxury. This tradition seems to have spread across Italy                 52

and the Western Mediterranean in the Late Republican period and remained popular in Africa, as               

its continued use is documented at Augustan Utica as well as the re-founded Carthage.  53

It is not until the end of the first century A.D. that more complex patterned and geometric                 

designs begin to appear. These predominantly black and white mosaics were not a Punic              

tradition, rather they were undoubtedly Italian in origin, perhaps even owing their initial             

construction to Italians workmen. Examples of these early figured scenes of Italian origin are              54

found from this period at Cirta, depicting an eagle enclosed by black and white geometric               

shapes, surrounded by silhouettes swimming, as well as armed ships (Figure 21 ).  

50 Pesce 1961, 76. 
51 Fantar 1966, 58. 
52 Festus, De verborum significatu, 282. 
53 Dunbabin 1978, 16. 
54 Picard 1949 

 



 

 

Figure 21: Mosaic at Constantine 

 

By the first half of the second century there is strong evidence of schools of mosaicists                

being established in Africa initially by Italians in Thysdrus or Hadrumentum. Close parallels             55

are drawn between the mosaics at the Baths of Trajan (c. 120 A.D.) and those of the Baths of the                    

Marine Thiasos (130 A.D.), which are both believed to have been executed by the same               

workshop, and the latter of which is thought to have been produced by a pupil of the mosaicist of                   

Trajan’s baths.   56

Regional tastes and different enterprising attitudes towards mosaics quickly arose and           

began to distinguish North African mosaics as a tradition separate from earlier Italian influences.              

One development which came from this was the use of polychromy for figures and ornamental               

designs, rather than black and white silhouettes. While polychrome floral designs were known in              

55 Foucher 1960, 293. 
56 Picard 1968,  101. 

 



 

Italy, they became especially popular in North Africa, where they were greatly embellished.             57

This progression could be, in part, a result of the abundance of coloured stones more readily                

available in North Africa, but was also believed to have been a result of the sternness of the                  

Italian black and white styles falling out of taste for the locals. During this time, it is also seen                   58

that African mosaicists begin breaking away from the Italian tradition of emblemata, or the              

practice of compositions within bordered compartments. The reason for this is not entirely             

understood; some scholars suggest it is merely the result of translating Italian black-and-white             

figures into polychrome, while others such as Foucher believe it comes from a secondary              

influence from the east.   59

By the second half of the second century, mosaic workshops began appearing in many              

major cities in Africa, making mosaics the standard form of decoration in wealthier households,              

as well as adorning many public buildings in towns such as those in Thugga, Bulla Regia, and                 

Althiburus. The sheer number of mosaics adorning floors all over the province would suggest              60

that workmen were readily available locally in numerous towns, and did not have to travel from                

other regions. Regardless of the reasons for this change and growth, it is apparent that the                

mosaicists of North Africa were quickly becoming more independent of the Italian tradition at              

this time, employing new, more imaginative approaches to handling figures and designs in their              

works. 

In regards to the workshops themselves, some differentiating characteristics do exist,           

such as certain types of borders only found at El Djem, or the practice of encircling figures in                  61

57 Dubabin 1978, 19. 
58 Dubabin 1978. 
59 Foucher 1959, 267. 
60 Dunbabin 1978, 21. 
61 Foucher 1960, 30. 

 



 

heavy laurel wreaths at Thuburbo Maius, and the floral carpet-like patterns of Timgad to name               62

just a few.   63

 

Figure 22: Examples of variations of style between schools 

 

Despite some peculiarities, there is an observable common tradition when it comes to African              

mosaics. However, recycled figures and motifs, Dunbabin asserts, are not enough to provide a              

link between workshops, as the standard method of work consisted of the adaptation of motifs               

62 Quoniam 1953, 155. 
63 Lassus 1962, 951. 

 



 

taken from a stock repertory available in many parts of the empire outside of Africa. Rather, she                 

believes a more confident link is found in the composition of the mosaics: 

Methods of composition offer a safer measure of contact and influence. The main             
originality of the African mosaicists lies in the new methods they devised of designing a               
floor and distributing their figures: circular compositions, composition in registers, free           
distribution of large-scale figures in all-over designs, etc. The spread of these fashions             
throughout most of the African provinces, together with the liking for vivid polychromy,             
form the real marks of a unity of taste and of contacts and mutual influence between the                 
major centres.  64

 

With this in mind, it is clear that the mosaic tradition in North Africa underwent an extensive and                  

observable evolution from Late Republican period to the eventual highly sought after style of the               

fourth-century A.D. Economic prosperity of the region prompted multiple workshops to emerge            

all around the province, each adding their own unique style to the North African repertoire.  

 

  

64 Dunbabin 1978,, 23. 

 



 

EVIDENCE FOR THE NORTH AFRICAN STYLE AT PIAZZA ARMERINA 

The primary period of development for African mosaics, as discussed, was during the             

latter part of the second century, and the entirety of the third. During this time elsewhere in the                  

empire, there is little evidence to suggest experiments with new types of motifs or composition.               

The Italian black-and-white style remains the style of choice on the mainland, and in the few rare                 

cases where polychrome floors do appear, they seem to be largely decorative or simple portraits               

rather than elaborate scenes.  65

The narrative seems to have shifted at some point in the fourth century, where official art                

strays further from its classical roots and begins to welcome more regional styles. Private patrons               

as well begin to develop a taste for the more brilliantly lavish African style with its storytelling                 

capabilities. The most obvious examples of this diffusion of style come from Sicily, the part of                

the empire where, as previously discussed, had a special relationship with Africa. Nothing which              

is previously known in Sicily or the rest of the empire compares to the magnitude of the mosaics                  

at Piazza Armerina. The link between the mosaics of North Africa and those at Piazza Armerina                

is not a question of mere resemblance, or of some craftsman brought over to oversee local                

workers, instead we have evidence for entire teams brought over from Africa to work on the                

villa, bringing with them their materials, tools, and methods of work. 

The first major evidence for the African connection at Piazza Armerina comes with the              

hunting scenes. In Africa, initially prior to the third century, the methods of composition did not                

translate well into the representation of realistic subjects. However, at El Djem a new              66

65 Dunbabin 1978, 196. 
66 Dunbabin 1978. 

 



 

development occurs. In the Sollertian Domus of El Djem, the ‘T’ shaped triclinium contains a               

figured panel occupying the centre of the room. As can be seen, the perspective is a bird's eye  

 

 

Figure 23: El Djem, Sollertiana Domus: Diana and the Animals 

 

view and the figures are distributed freely with no real indication of space or recession. The                

background is plain white, with various shrubs scattered to suggest a landscape. There is no               

attempt at a narrative through this scene, but the method of composing the figures freely show                

the eventual possibilities for development of large-scale hunting scenes. By the later third             

century, the subject of hunting scenes increases in popularity and becomes one of the most               

common motifs depicted in African mosaics. The hunting scenes produced in and around the              

 



 

Carthage area, in particular, show a very specific style of composition which would differentiate              

it from other workshops. The mosaics of the Maison des Chevaux are one such example of this.                 

Armed men are shown 

  

 

Figure 24: Carthage, Maison des Chevaux, Hunting Scenes 

 

hunting a number of exotic beasts including lions, leopards, and tigers (the latter of which is not                 

found in Africa). This is not a typical hunting excursion of an ordinary African aristocrat, rather                

an element of fantasy is present. It would seem as though the object of the mosaic is not one of                    

realism, rather the goal of the artists is to display the most considerable amount of action with the                  

largest number of men and animals possible, rather than displaying episodic unity. Both the              

Great Hunt and Small Hunt mosaics of Piazza Armerina follow this Carthaginian formula of              

combining naturalistic details with fantasy, as well as the use of the landscape to integrate               

numerous unrelated episodes into a single dramatic whole.  67

67 Mahjoubi 1967, 267. 

 



 

An even stronger comparison to the hunting scenes of Piazza Armerina can be seen with               

a mosaic from Dermech in Carthage. The mosaic in question occupies a larger portion of a                

rectangular room. Depicted are scenes which occur with only minor variation at Piazza             

Armerina, such as men carrying a boar carcass, a leopard attacking prey, an elephant with a                

cross-hatch pattern over its skin, and a hunter sprinting up the gangplank of a ship with his horse.                  

Again, repetition of motifs should not be taken as sole proof of influence, in the case of the                  

Dermech mosaic, however, there are also very close similarities to Piazza Armerina in style and               

composition. The actors of both mosaics are organized into tightly packed groups of figures              

covering the entire surface with sequences of dramatic incidents. In addition to this, in both               

cases, the use of thick ground lines is employed as a means of separating scenes as well as acting                   

as a landscape from which hills, trees and caves emerge from. Another point of similarity is the                 

manner in which the ships are represented. 

Figure 25: Carthage, Dermech, Hunting Scenes 

 



 

 

Figure 26: Piazza Armerina, Hunting Scenes 

 

In both mosaics, the ship floats above a patch of water inserted into the middle of the scene                  

which occurs on dry land. The Great Hunt, and the Dermech mosaic, again, are seen as the                 

subject of exotic fantasy. Rather than the typical more simple scenes of men with dogs and nets,                 

we have brilliantly-dressed heroes pursuing and overpowering ferocious and exotic beasts.           

Again, hunting scenes portrayed in this manner are characteristic of Carthaginian workshops.            68

Taken together, the use of identical motifs combined with specific treatment of landscape, the              

grouping of figures in a particular manner, and the emphasis on exotic nature of the scene, there                 

is little doubt that the Carthaginian team that had laid the stones at Dermech, as well as at the                   

68 Mahjoubi 1967, 267. 
 

 



 

Maison de Chevaux were of the same school as those who had constructed the Great Hunt at                 

Piazza Armerina.  

Similarly, another popular subject for North African mosaicists were the spectacles of the             

amphitheatre. One particular way of depicting this, instead of the typical venatores engaged in              

combat with ferocious beasts, was the lighter-hearted parody of children engaging in such acts.              

This is a technique, again, found commonly as the product of Carthaginian workshops, and is               

paralleled at Piazza Armerina. In the ‘Maison de chevaux’ in Carthage, around the mosaic of               69

the horse runs a frieze depicting such a scene.  

 

 

Figure 27: Carthage, Maison des Chevaux, Children Hunting 

 

69 Dunbabin 1978, 54. 

 



 

 

Figure 28: Piazza Armerina, Children Hunting  

 

Dressed in the typical costumes of the venatores, the children mimic their adult             

counterparts by facing smaller, less threatening game - geese, rabbits, and cats to name a few. It                 

is not difficult to see that the figures here are nearly identical in style and pose. Again, visual                  

repetition alone should not be the only indicator of similar origin. We also see around the                

children in both cases on the plain white background, are scattered branches, flowers, and              

garlands. This floral design is undoubtedly related to the semis, or all-over still life decorations in                

Africa for floors (such as those at the Maison de la Volière at Carthage). When used as a                  70

background for these particular scenes, however, they may allude to garlands scattered over an              

arena surface. Regardless, this points to an African origin. These whimsical scenes of children              

were especially popular in the fourth-century and possibly also related to scenes of erotes              

imitating human activities, which are also present in both villas.  

70 Salomonson 1968, 230-233. 

 



 

On the topic of games and the amphitheatre, the circus mosaic near the Odeon in               

Carthage, while not immediately evident in the motifs alone, is connected to a number of other                

mosaics in composition.  Compared to the circus  scene at Piazza Armerina, it is a relatively  71

 

 

Figure 29: Circus Mosaic, Carthage 

 

small panel showing a race in progress. The interior of the building is shown from an overhead                 

perspective, while the facade of the building, as well as the figures within, are shown in regular                 

horizontal perspective. In addition to this, the whole right side of the interior is in view,                

combining a total of three different viewpoints. The mosaic shows considerable detail on the              

physical aspects of the carceres and the spina of the track. The circus scene of Piazza Armerina                 

is closely related to this Carthaginian example in its use of multiplication of viewpoints, as well                

71 Dunbabin 1978, 89. 

 



 

as the emphasis on the spina and carceres. In contrast to the other examples, which were often                 

broken down into isolated scenes or groups, the circus scenes are treated as a unified               

composition.   72

 

 

Figure 30: Circus race, Piazza Armerina 

 

In both cases, the spina seems to be the emphasized, with one end of the scene dedicated to the                    

carceres, which is set at an angle of 90 degrees to the rest of the figures. While some details do                    

differ between the two, such as the inclusion of the spectators at one end of the track, it is clear                    

that the compositional scheme remains the same. To further support this idea of Carthaginian              

origin is another scene at Piazza Armerina which shows the same tradition. The small circus               

scene depicts children racing chariots drawn by birds. Though it does not contain nearly the same                

level of detail, the compositional formula remains the same. The chariots proceed two on each               

side around a central spina, with three attendants holding amphorae, and a fourth handing a palm                

to the victor.  

72  Dunbabin 1978, 89. 

 



 

 

Figure 31: Small Circus, Piazza Armerina 

 

This concept of bird-circuses is found elsewhere again in Africa at Volubilis, though in a very                

fragmentary state. Taken together, though aesthetically different, the compositional style used           73

for both the circus and the bird coursing mosaics at Piazza Armerina is mirrored very closely to                 

earlier Carthaginian examples of this tradition, where it had become a standard method of              

composing such scenes.  

73 Thouvenot 1958, 66-69. 

 



 

ARGUMENTS AGAINST NORTH AFRICAN ORIGIN 

An effort has been made by some to prove that the opposite is true, that is, to say that                   

these mosaic traditions are of Sicilian origin, making their way to North Africa rather than the                

other way around. Rosalia Camerata-Scovazzo is one such scholar who believes the dependence             

of Sicilian mosaics on those of Africa is over-stressed. Three peculiar Sicilian motifs are              74

examined by Camerata-Scovazzo to support her argument.  

The first of these motifs examined by Camerata-Scovazzo is the method of enclosing             

figures within a laurel-wreath containing four sashes to contain the leaves. An example of this               

can be seen with the animal head mosaics at Piazza Armerina (Figure 8). According to               

Camerata-Scovazzo, this is derived from a Hellenistic tradition. She states that the laurels, while              

they do occur frequently in North Africa, do not contain the four sashes seen in Sicilian                

examples. The only known exception, she says, is in Djebel-Oust in Timgad, of which she is                

skeptical whether it is the product of African craftsmen. The arguments of Camerata-Scovazzo             75

have been firmly rejected by R.J.A Wilson. While he agrees that the laurel wreaths without               

sashes are far more common than those with them in North Africa, he does not believe it is a                   

purely Hellenistic Sicilian motif. In fact, Wilson notes there are at least four examples of this                

motif within Carthage itself, and three from nearby towns. The motif as a whole is one which                 76

has been studied by various scholars and not cited in Camerata-Scovazzo’s argument. Wilson             77

asserts that it is much more likely that the motif of the laurel with sashes is a feature of the                    

African tradition, rather than vice versa.  

74 Camerata-Scovazzo 1977, 134. 
75  Camerata-Scovazzo 1977, 154. 
76 Wilson, R.J.A. 1982, 414. 
77 To name a few: Salomonson J.W, 1968, and Picard, C, Picard, G. Ch, and Bourgeois, 1977. 

 



 

The second motif used by Camerata-Scovazzo as evidence for Sicilian origin is the             

depiction of continuous interwoven strands to create a scaled pattern, with a simple flower within               

each scale. This pattern can be found within various rooms at Piazza Armerina as well as at                 

Carini, with the Piazza Armerina example being the earliest use of this method, and subsequently               

making its way to North Africa according to Camerata-Scovazzo. Again, this argument is             78

dismissed by Wilson, citing earlier, more simplistic versions from El Djem. Wilson believes             79

that the evolution of this motif can be traced to Africa, where it appears to be common in the                   

third century.  He admits that the more complex scheme from Sicily is much rarer in North 80

Figure 32: Carthage, mosaic scale pattern 

 

Africa, but does provide one specific parallel from Carthage (Figure 32). Though this African              

parallel was constructed later than those at Piazza Armerina and Carini, Wilson notes the              

significance of its location being in Carthage and believes there are likely earlier examples of the                

78 Camerata-Scovazzo 1977, 155-158. 
79 Foucher 1963, 47-48.  
80 Wilson 1982,  414. 

 



 

same motif which have yet to be uncovered. The fact that the Sicilian examples were laid                81

earlier than the Carthaginian floor, Wilson states, is not in itself a reason to conclude that this                 

particular type of motif was developed in Sicily.  

Lastly, Camerata-Scovazzo cites the stylized garlands with green leaves which occur at            

Piazza Armerina as being a source of inspiration for the borders of various scenes at the Maison                 

des Chevaux in Carthage (Figure 24). The current evidence would suggest, however, that the              82

Maison des Chevaux floors had been laid slightly earlier than those Piazza Armerina. Wilson              83

also argues against this point:  

[...] openings for an outsider in the already highly competitive mosaic industry of North              
Africa must have been severely limited, and the sheer quantity of mosaics alone, together              
with the existence of what was clearly a highly developed industry, are enough to provide               
a strong a priori case that the “influence” in question came from Africa to Sicily rather                
than vice versa.  84

 
In short, it would appear as though the arguments favouring the notion of a Sicilian origin                

influencing the African tradition lacks clear evidence. As Wilson points out, even the most              

obscure motifs in Sicily can be paralleled with North African examples. Furthermore, Piazza             

Armerina and Carini are not the only two examples of Sicilian mosaics borrowing methods from               

the North African repertoire. Evidence of this can be found from all around the island on the                 

floors of various villas in Syracuse, Marsala, Palermo, and Agrigento to name just a few.  

81 Wilson 1982, 415. 
82 Camerata-Scovazzo 1977, 158-159. 
83 Dunbabin 1978, 243. 
84 Wilson 1982,  415. 

 



 

CONCLUSION 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that the relationship between the mosaics of North             

Africa and those of Piazza Armerina is not simply a question of influence. The period of peace in                  

Sicily in the fourth-century, combined with an economic boom created by a more mobile              

senatorial class, made for the perfect conditions in which cultural exchange could occur with              

North Africa. As such, the mosaics of Piazza Armerina bear witness to the vibrant social and                

economic situation of the western Mediterranean in the fourth century.  

One does not need a trained eye to see the artistic and thematic similarities between the                

mosaics of the villa at Piazza Armerina with those from various sites in North Africa. Attempts                

have been made to dismiss the apparent dependence of Sicilian mosaics on those of North               

Africa, and as already emphasized, identical motifs alone are not necessarily proof of influence.              

However, when these identical motifs are also presented alongside identical methods of            

composition, style, and treatment of details, as well as parallels only existing in North Africa -                

especially those in the Carthage region - it seems likely that the mosaics of Piazza Armerina                

were not only influenced by the North African tradition, but were also made by experienced               

North African mosaicists themselves who were imported specifically for the job.  
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