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A Menagerie of Wonders.
The Ancient Roman Lod Mosaic at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini 
THE MOSAIC
The city of Lod and the late ancient domus 
The Israeli town of Lod stands on the site of the ancient city of Lydda, which developed in a fertile plain on an important trade route, the Via Maris, from Egypt to Syria and Mesopotamia. A centre of culture and craft production, after being destroyed by the Romans in AD 66 during the First Jewish-Roman War, the city was rebuilt with the name Diospolis, the “city of Zeus”. Around AD 200, Septimius Severus made it a Roman colony. The city’s renown is also attested by its inclusion in two important mosaics in Jordan: the geographic Map at Madaba, and the floor mosaic in the church of St Stephen at Umm er-Rasas.
The house was discovered in 1996, when during road works in modern Lod, 15 kilometres from Tel Aviv, some mosaics were brought to light. Begun the same year by the Israel Antiquities Authority, under the advice of Miriam Avissar, the archaeological excavations continued in 2009 and 2014. They uncovered part of the architectural context, considered to be a domus, and its splendid mosaic floors. Datable to the 3rd and 4th centuries AD, the domus was built in several stages and presumably consisted of three main wings: a large north room, possibly the triclinium (dining room; 17 x 10.5 m.), a square quadrangular-plan south wing (c. 11 x13 m), thought to be the peristyle, and the east wing, which has only been partly excavated. The high standard of the mosaics and other archaeological finds (frescoes, stuccos and architectural elements) attest to the wealth of the house-owner, whose profession and religious creed are still not known. The mosaic on show from the presumed triclinium was one of the two principal mosaic floor coverings in the room, which were separated by a band decorated with vines. In one different portion of mosaic of the same room and left in the site, subdivided into two panels, some birds are depicted on flowering branches along with various animals. The animal theme is also found in the refined medallion composition on the peristyle floor. The archaeological data, the analyses of the mosaic technique and stylistic considerations suggest that the artefacts were made by several artists. Executed later than the mosaics depicted above, the central band of the triclinium includes many glass and gold leaf tesserae.
The mosaic of triclinium
The extraordinary mosaic on show – retitled for this occasion A Menagerie of Wonders – was in an excellent state of preservation around a metre below ground level. Amphorae and coins found on the surface have meant that the mosaic can be dated to before the end of the 4th century AD, while the style of the figures suggests a period from the late 3rd to the early 4th centuries. Adjacent to the east side of the floor shown here, there is a fragmentary threshold mosaic with an image of a krater (large vase) on a tripod, flanked by amphorae. Interpreting the meaning of the mosaic is not easy, due to the variety of its images: several animal species, some probably unknown in the region, portrayed resting, or involved in hunting, alongside a marine scene. The representation of a combat between animals possibly refers to the games held in the amphitheatres. For this purpose exotic animals were captured and imported by ship, thus possibly explaining the presence in the mosaic of animals originally from Africa and merchant ships. At the centre of the floor, the river flowing between, mountains, the lion, lioness and a ketos (a mythological sea monster), form an image of the sources of the Nile in Ethiopia. The scene may be an adaptation of the upper section of the celebrated Nile mosaic of Palestrina, dating from the late 2nd century AD. The tranquil scene of placid animals together on the octagonal medallion, however, suggests a further interpretation: it may be the realm of peace prophesied by Isaiah.
The mosaic construction technique
The extraordinary animal world of the Lod mosaic was created with bright-coloured stone tesserae laid on a uniform white background. As in other similar floor mosaics, what is visible is only the last layer of the overall work. In this case the archaeologists have established that the deepest layer is divided into two levels: a lower level made up of pebbles laid on compacted soil and an upper level of stone fragments. A layer of lime mortar was then applied and the main lines of the compositional scheme incised. Above this layer is the tesserae bed with the preparatory design. The tesserae were always set in fresh mortar, which was laid gradually so that one day’s work on the mosaic could be carried out before the mortar hardened. Traces of the underlying drawing, painted with pigments of various colours, were found in the panel depicting the marine scene; part of its sinopia (preparatory drawing) is on show in the exhibition. Even some unwitting evidence left by the artists who worked on the Lod mosaic has been left impressed in the mortar: footprints (fragments of these impressions are shown at the side) and a handprint.
THE PHOTOGRAPHIC EXHIBITION
The animals in the floral mosaics compared to photographs in the Cini Photo Library
Roman Lod Mosaic at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini provided the opportunity to present a selection of some fascinating photographs from the archives of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini Institute of Art History. The images on show refer to some of the best-known floor mosaics from major archaeological sites found in Aquileia, Rome, Palestrina and Pompeii, chosen for their affinities with the subject matter of the extraordinary floor mosaic from the Lod domus. What is most immediately striking is the common iconographic theme of the animal species, documented in monochrome photographs taken by some of the most authoritative expert photographers of art works, such as Anderson and the Alinari brothers. Their photographs make up a fascinating menagerie of exempla from the art of floor mosaic, including some outstanding, wonderful emblemata, tiny mosaic panels which were placed in significant places in ancient Roman houses and easily transportable. A good deal of room is also given over to the mosaics from the Theodorian Basilica of Aquileia. The Cini Photo Library preserves detailed documentation of these works, which were the result of various photographic campaigns conducted by the Italian National Photographic Cabinet and the Trieste Department of Monuments, Galleries and Antiquities in the first half of the 20th century. Since its foundation (1955), the Institute of Art History Photo Library has preserved a vast photographic heritage, amounting to over one million photographs. The archive is the result not only of photographic campaigns promoted by the Institute in connection with various research activities, but also donations and acquisitions of collections belonging to illustrious art historians, such as the collection once owned by the Dutch art historian Raimond Van Marle (1887-1936). It consists of over 32,000 precious photographic prints, including a large group devoted to mosaics. In the exhibition there are also some examples from the photographic collection of Nicolò Cipriani (1892-1968). This photographer from the Florence Photographic Cabinet assembled the collection for the purposes of creating a detailed art-history picture library called the Fototeca Italiana.
VIDEOS
Comparisons of floor mosaics in the Mediterranean area 
The first video shows some examples of floor mosaics in the Mediterranean area, arranged in chronological order, to provide points of comparison with the Lod mosaic. The first example, the Nile Mosaic at Palestrina, ancient Praeneste in Lazio, from the late 2nd century BC, shares some iconographic themes with the Israeli work. It is followed by a selection of works from El Jem and the region of Sousse, in Tunisia, dating from the second century AD. They depict scenes of animals hunting and xenia motifs, which were precedents for later similar compositions. Further images introduce North African mosaics from the 3rd and 4th centuries. The mosaic on show follows these models in the iconographic repertory and the “carpet” composition framed by interlocking cable patterns (Combats between animals in the amphitheatre, El Jem, Archaeological Museum, probably late 3rd century AD). A Carthaginian floor

(Hunting wild beasts and capturing animals for games in the amphitheatre, Tunis, Bardo National Museum, probably early 4th century AD) illustrates animals being captured and shipped for the purpose of games; the Israeli mosaic may allude to this work. These themes are also depicted in the mosaics of the Villa del Casale at Piazza Armerina, in Sicily, which are close to the Lod mosaic in terms of a tendency to stylisation and their clear-cut colour transitions. At Sepphoris, an Israeli town in Galilee, similar scenes of fierce combats between animals are depicted in the lower section of the Nile Mosaic (Nile Festival Building, early 5th to 6th century AD). In a comparison with two North African works (Fishing scene on a sea rich in fish, Sousse, Archaeological Museum, 3rd century AD; Fisherman, from Althiburos, first half of the 4th century, Tunis, Bardo National Museum), we note that the Lod mosaic departs from these models, since the surface of the water is evoked by rows of tesserae, whereas the marine scene in the Israeli panel has a smooth monochrome background. Some synagogue floor mosaics, such as those of Hammath Tiberias and Beth Alpha in the national parks of the same names in Israel, are useful in terms of comparing the three-panel arrangement of the mosaic, which in their case has a quadrangular central panel.
Floor mosaics in the Northern Adriatic area: a virtual journey
This film is a fascinating journey in images documenting the extraordinary wealth of the Italian archaeological heritage. Organised according to topographic and chronological criteria, the photographs, borrowed from the archives of regional archaeology departments and museums, constitute a significant excursus on floor mosaic remains in the upper Adriatic area, mainly from the ancient Roman and early Christian ages. Dictated by the decision to show the Lod mosaic in Venice, the geographical focus has unfortunately inevitably ruled out showing some of the very rich examples from other Italian regions and thus goes nowhere near to providing a complete picture of the quantity and importance of the floor mosaics found in Italy. The itinerary is a kind of iconographic repertory aimed at suggesting comparisons and contextualising the mosaic from Israel. At the same time it is an invitation to the public to explore the theme of the exhibition further by visiting the archaeological areas and museums in the mapped area. The video was produced thanks to collaboration with the Archaeological Departments of the Veneto, Emilia-Romagna and Friuli-Venezia Giulia, which generously granted the rights of reproduction and offered their invaluable scientific support.

