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Introduction

SLIDE 1: (mask of old woman)

Unlike usual GRACE Art studies of a particular artist, who might operate in one, or multiple, mediums, MOSAIC is the study of the particular art form itself, as created by many artists, throughout many cultures, over thousands of years.  It is a 3-dimensional art created by stones, tiles, glass, even shells, metal and man-made objects such as buttons or coins, to create a larger image.  Each individual piece within the mosaic is called a tessera; more than one are tesserae.

The art of MOSAICS has a long history stretching back at least 5,000 years.  The earliest found examples of mosaic art are usually agreed to be Sumarian from around 3000 B.C.E. in Mesopotamia.  They pused clay cones point-first into mud walls and columns.  The different colored bottoms of the cones created various patterns.  Many of the techniques and materials used then are essentially the same today, and the ideas and inspiration over time in various countries and cultures still drive particular styles today.  

Around 400 years later, in the Kingdom of Ur (modern Iraq), mosaics were used to decorate vessels and small objects.  Some of these can be seen in the British Museum.


SLIDE 2: (Guardsmen distance and closeup)

For instance, the Romans used a limited palette of colors, yet were able to create mosaics of incredible expressiveness.  This is a mosaic of two guardsmen in the second century.  The eye is created from only 15 tesserae, but is detailed and expressive.

SLIDE 3: (Guardsmen and Warrior)

Notice the guardsmen and warrior in these mosaics, from the seventh and 13th centuries, display a lesser-skill level than those from the early time.

SLIDE 4: (Black and white floor)

One reason we have so many fine examples of historical mosaics to study is because they are so durable.  Pebbles, marble, glass and similar materials create enduring works of art that, unlike paintings, are relatively impervious to water damage.  

In addition, by 600 B.C.E., the Greeks were creating floor mosaics.  Many of the oldest mosaics were floors and pavements, so even if buildings collapsed or burned, the floors were buried and protected until later excavations uncovered them.

SLIDE 5: (Baptism)

When mosaics moved up onto walls and ceilings in later years, they were often in churches that remained in use and were carefully maintained for many centuries.  New mosaic finds from ancient times are still being discovered today.

SLIDE 6: (Neptune)

Alexander the Great conquered Greece and established the largest empire thus far in the ancient world.  Alexandria (now in Egypt) became a center for skilled mosaicists.  When he died, his empire fell apart, but over the next few hundred years the Roman Empire expanded to fill the void overseeing former Greek territories – they adopted the art of mosaics and spread it even further throughout Europe and Northern Africa.

SLIDE 7: (Alexander/Battle of Issus)

From 150 B.C.E. through 200 C.E., the art of mosaics continued to develop, using smaller tesserae and more color to show additional detail and depth.  The varied from mythological scenes to geometric designs, and some of the scenic creations during this period are thought by scholars to be reproductions of paintings from earlier eras. One example is this floor mosaic discovered in Pompeii, and now on view in a Museum in Naples Italy.  It has a limited palette of color, but is natural looking and convincing, with fine detail.  The tesserae are tiny, maybe 1/8 inch (3mm) square, and there are estimated to be over a million pieces in this work.

SLIDE 8: (Boar Hunt, Leopards Feeding)

During the 3rd century C.E., the Roman Empire began to fail and ultimately split into Eastern and Western Empires.  Constantine reunited them in the 4th century and moved the capital to Byzantium, now known as Istanbul in Turkey.  He declared Christianity to be the official religion of the empire and that started a whole new purpose and style of mosaic art.

SLIDE 9:  (Saints)

Roman mosaics were primarily functional (such as floors and garden pavements).  Byzantine mosaics were created for the church, emporers and governmental authorities.  The Byzantines had a standard set of images that included the lives of Christ and Mary as well as other stories from the Bible.  This limited the subject matter, but allowed the opportunity for many different styles and expression to grow.

SLIDE 10:  (Cameo and closeup)

Mosaics were developed throughout other parts of the world as well.  In Peru and Mexico, pre-Columbian mosaics were designed in the 15th century on masks and jewelry using a thin cover of tiny turquoise and coral.  In the Western Hemisphere, mosaics were used to decorate objects as opposed to walls or floors.  This cameo is a reproduction only 2.25 by 1.8 inches and contains almost 16,500 tesserae.

SLIDE 11: (Islamic Tile Mosaic)

The expansion of Islam spread mosaics of intricate patterns into southern Spain.  Islam forbids the portrayal of individuals in art, so geometric patterns and designs were the way to express individual creativity.

SLIDE 12: (Stone Wind blowing)

In China, pebble mosaic pavements were created along traditional subjects like flowers, vines and elements of nature.

SLIDE 13: (Memory vessel)

Mosaics became less popular, and therefore less common, during the Renaissance revival of painting and other forms or art.  In the early 19th century, the folk are tradition of “memory vessels” began in the southern United States, primarily in the African-American community.  These included pressed pieces of broken china, coins, and other memorabilia onto a jar or vessel.  They were placed on graves to ease the passing of a loved one.  Various adaptations of memory ware created from found objects continue to be popular today.

SLIDE 14: (wall of chartres)

The modern development of mosaics as forms of individual expression began in the early 1900s in several locations.  In Chartres, France, Raymond Isidore, a graveyard sweeper, became known as the “Plate Stealer” when he created Maison Picassiette over 30 years – covering every surface of his home with broken tile and china.  It was the work of a lifetime and still inspires mosaic artists today.

SLIDE 15: (watts tower)

In the US, Simon Rodia created Watts Tower in Los Angelos between 1921 and 1955.

SLIDE 16: (painted wall)

In 1968, Isaiah Zagar began transforming a street area in Philadelphia into a zone of color and humor.

SLIDE 17: (Rock Garden)

In India, Nek Chand began creating the Rock Garden in 1958.  It now covers 25 acres filled with small armies of mosaic dancers, animals and more.

SLIDE 18: (Materials)

In many ways, the art of mosaics is essentially the same as it was thousands of years ago.  But there have always been tremendous changes over the centuries.  The huge variety of materials is constantly expanding.  Mosaicists are free to create using mixed media, found objects, recycled materials, anything they can imagine.

Smalti is the enameled glass used by the Byzantines to create fabulous wall and ceiling mosaics.  It is considered to be the finest of mosaic materials, prized for its purity of color, texture, and light-refractive qualities.  The Vatican Mosaic Workship has over 25,000 colors in smalti.  It has sharp edges, so is a bad choice for floors, shower stalls or anywhere people might rub against it.

Vitreous (or Venetian) glass is a modern mosaic that became popular in the 1950s and 1960s.  It has a wide color selection and consistent surface which make it useful for murals, signs, bathrooms and tabletops.

Ceramic tiles may be glazed or unglazed, frost proof or appropriate only for indoor use.

Stone, pebbles, and china are all extremely popular and fairly easily available at low cost.

Additional possibilities include stained glass, mirror, marble gems, and alternative materials such as seashells, watch faces, buttons, coins, beans seeds, pasta, and cork.  Some items use grout between the tesserae for additional contrast and detail; others are set directly into an adhesive.

SLIDE 19: (keystoning and opus design samples)

Creating a mosaic is like solving a puzzle.  You pick your base (wall, floor, table, vase), select your material, the appropriate adhesive, and any tools you’ll need (clippers, saws, files, scissors).  Shaping the tesserae is key to your particular design.  For example, to make a curve, using squares will leave broader spaces and a different appearance than if each square is slightly angled on both sides to achieve a tighter fit.

Mosaics are all about flow and pattern.  There are two aspects to pattern.  Andamento is Italian for “trend” or course.  This means varying the width of rows and the spacing between them to create a sense of movement.  Opus is the Latin word for a creative work, meaning the way in which the pattern is “worked.”  Here are samples of 3 most common ways of working. 

Opus regulatum is like it sounds: regular.  Tesserae are laid in a grid in both vertical and horizontal directions.

Opus tessellatum is similar, but with more interest.  It is like a brick-laying pattern where horizontal tile edges are aligned, but vertical lines are offset.

Opus vermiculatum is laying tesserae in a worm-like, winding manner.  It is useful in representative (scenic) mosaics – for example, in outlining a human body or flowing hair.

SLIDE 20: (closeup black and white floor)

Mixing the various techniques gives the greatest opportunity for interest and detail.  Transitional from one technique to another takes careful planning and design.

SLIDE 21: (birdhouse, turtle; penny pot)

Samples from current mosaic artists of simple projects to do with easily available materials at home.

SLIDE 22/23: (garden neptune, hot seat chair and hall tree/girl with flowers in hair, three cats)

Samples from current mosaic artists of some more detailed projects.

SLIDE 24: (Einstein from dice)

Einstein had a famous quote – “I shall never believe that God plays dice with the world.”  This mosaic is made entirely of black dice with white dots, just using different sides showing.  Closeup, it’s almost impossible to see, but from a distance, it has incredible detail, and is easily identifiable.

LAST SLIDE (Crossroads and cornerstones)

Mosaics around the world range from pebble mosaics in China to huge pictorial murals in Australia.  In Thailand, temples and statues are richly textured in mirrors.  The inspiration comes from many sources.  In Japan, gardens are peaceful with balance and proportion and texture.  Islamic mosaics are complex and fascinating pattern studies.  The ocean offers a constantly changing source of ideas and images.  Ultimately, each piece is a reflection of the artist, the culture and the times.  Those we’ve discovered from the past offer a wealth of information about who the people were who designed and created these lasting works of art, just as the pieces we create today will last into the future.

MOSAIC

VOCABULARY

Tessera/Tesserae
Smalti

Vitreous or Venetian Glass

Ceramic tile

Andamente

Opus



HIGHLIGHTS

·  Mosaic art is one of the oldest known forms of art; the earliest samples we have are 5000 years old.

·  Mosaic art lasts because it is made out of durable materials; was frequently installed on floors and pavements; and in buildings that were well-maintained.

· Even with limited color pallettes, amazing detail is possible.

· Subject matter developed from mythological scenes to geometric patterns to religious icons.  In modern times, mosaics can include almost any materials and topics.

· Mosaic art is found in all cultures, throughout the world.

· Techniques include:

· Opus regulatum – regular rows and columns

· Opus tessellatum – regular rows with columns offset

· Opus vermiculatum – set in a wavy pattern

· Keystoning – changing the shape of individual tesserae in order to fit more closely

· Mixing techniques gives the most options for details, and most interest

Resources

MOSAIC: Techniques and Traditions, by Sonia King

Encyclopedia Of Mosaic Techniques: A Step-by-step Visual Directory, With An Inspirational Gallery Of Finished Works (Encyclopedia of Art Techniques) by Emma Biggs

Ancient Mosaics by Roger Ling

Children’s books – Crafts for All Seasons - Creating with Mosaics, by Anna Freixenet;  Amazing Mosaics, by Sally Kelly; Mosaics (Stories in Art), by Nathaniel Harris 

Web sites – http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosaic , http://www.mosaicworks.com/links/inforesources.html ,  

Viewing Art Locally 

http://www.cityartsdc.org/projects/
MOSAIC

Project – Mosaic Pattern

Materials:

Paper squares in different colors

White posterboard base, 7x7

Spray-on adhesive glue

Activity:

Mosaic designs can be very detailed and intricate, but much can be achieved with fairly simple patterns.

The children should decide what type of picture they wish to create.  Younger grades would probably work better with simple, repetitive patterns using a variety of colors to add depth and interest.

Older grades may wish to tackle a more difficult project like a specific object.   Because the mosaic squares we’ll be using are relatively large, they should focus on a picture being a “close-up” view – in other words, just the fish filling the whole page, not a whole ocean scene.  One tree, not a whole landscape.  

Recommended:

The children should lay out their pattern directly on a plain 7x7 square.  It won’t be secured, so they need to be careful not to bump it (or each others’).  They can move individual tessera around to achieve the final design they’re happy with.

Once a child has his design complete, spray the glue on the posterboard square in a light, even coating.  Give the student the glue-covered paper, and he/she can begin to transfer the pieces onto the base.  Younger children will need help making sure they orient their project correctly on the paper (so they don’t start their edge too far toward the center, for example).  Collect the plain squares back on the cart for use by the next class in the design phase.

Alternative:

Give the children the glue-sprayed posterboard square right away and let them make their mosaic directly on it.  This is faster, and prevents them from getting tired before moving all the squares over after an initial design. The glue stays sticky long enough for it to work, but the paper does dry on pretty quickly, so the disadvantage is that they can’t experiment and move squares around as they go.  Once they’ve put one tessera on, it’s pretty much stuck.

Second Alternative:

If the children use only the construction paper squares (which are colored on both sides), they can design their mosaic on the plain square, and then when the docent sprays the adhesive on the posterboard, it can be applied directly onto the finished design.  Then, turn it over, and pull off the original plain square before it sticks too.  This creates the final mosaic in a reverse image.  It does not work if they used any of the wrapping paper tesserae, however, as they are plain white on the back.
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