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Two Mosaicists of the Corinian School
By DAVID E. JOHNSTON

the eye of the art critic has been the realisation that the term

‘School’ as used, for instance, of painting, can be applied
equally well to mosaic. To Dr. D. J. Smith! we owe the identification
of five such schools, of which the most distinctive and important is
that apparently based on Roman Corinium, in the fourth century A.D.
Like the art critic, Dr. Smith examines a developing series of pictures
on the same theme, Orpheus and his animals, and extends his range
with pavements bearing similar geometric designs. But the art critic
is frequently faced with minor works or fragments and asked to
attempt an attribution. He will look then at details, brushwork, treat-
ment of foliage and drapery, and so on. In this paper I shall take one
common motif to examine in detail, and attempt to show that the
known range of the Corinian mosaicists can now be extended by the
inclusion of several further mosaics, some of them fragmentary, and
that in them it may even be possible to distinguish the hand of two
anonymous designers.

The cantharus, or two-handled cup, is probably the commonest
minor pictorial motif in mosaics throughout the Roman Empire; in
Britain alone some 66 have been recorded. And the almost unlimited
variation that is possible makes it particularly suitable for critical
analysis. The essential cantharus (PLATE Xx111, no. 1) is a full-bodied vessel,
with a semicircular body and gently ﬂarmg or straight neck (the
shoulder being more or less pronounced, according to taste), everted
rim and ornamental foot. To count as a true cantharus it must have
two handles, and these usually end in tight spirals, or scrolls, and often
carry projecting spurs. The body and—generally—the neck are fluted,
often with two bands of what may be jewels at the rim and shoulder.

It is a curious fact that a real-life original for this type has yet
to be found. The true cantharus is a drinking-cup with handles rising
from the base—and, indeed, mosaic versions are known with handles
of this form. But the mosaicist may also be thinking of the traditional
Greco-Roman calyx crater (which has become our Italianate garden
urn), although the handles here are small loops projecting horizon-
tally and turned sharply upwards. Nothing, however, can satisfactorily
explain the ‘jewels’ on the mosaic specimens. In short, the mosaic

ONE recent result of looking at Romano-British mosaics with

1 Three 4th-century Mosaic Schools in Roman Britain, in La Mosaigue Greco-Romaine, g5-115.
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cantharus is an imaginary object: and yet the artists seem to have had
a very clear conception of their non-existent original. In every case,
for instance, the handles are such as could be wrought only in metal.
The fluting, too, and the footring are metal forms, and the realism
is sometimes enhanced by elaborate highlights and shading. Occa-
sionally the mosaicist tells how big he thinks it is, and we find canthari
with wine-ladles as mixing-bowls, or as flower-vases, bird-baths and
fountains and even—in one case at Cologne—Afilled with apples.
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It is in their treatment of this motif that the mosaic craftsmen
of Roman Corinium betray their identity. PLATE Xx111, no. 1 shows the
typical Corinian cantharus. It is a bipartite vessel, with fluted neck
and bowl and triangular foot; neck and bowl are separated by the
band of coloured ‘jewels’ and the rim is nearly always seen in pers-
pective. The two handles are scrolled at each end, and carry spurs.
All or most of these features in combination are found on fifteen from
nine sites. None of these details is unique to the area, and all can be
paralleled on the continent; it is the combination, however, that is
unparalleled outside the area covered by the Corinian school (F16. 1).
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The handles and spurs show that the designer is thinking of a metal
vase: what, then, are the ‘jewels’? They are horizontal bands of
alternating black, white and red tesserae marking off the neck from
the bowl. Now gems are not normally set in Greco-Roman vases of
any material, though it might seem quite reasonable to a mosaicist
to insert them into a mosaic version. Commonly, however, a metal
vase will have a series of repoussé knobs or studs at this point; and
this could well be the starting point of a tradition that converted them
into imaginary studs of coloured enamel, or gems in settings.

While these features are common to the canthar: of the Corinian
school, individual variations are, of course, quite possible. Stylistically,
they can be put into two groups, attributable—perhaps—to two
artists, whom I shall for convenience call PRIMUS and SECUNDUS.

A. PRIMUS. Ten canthart and two cups without handles were,
I suggest, laid either by or under the direction of this mosaicist.
Woodchester (PLATE xxi11, nos. 1 and 3, and PLATE XXIv, no. 7). Six
canthari have been excavated of which two are too fragmentary for
illustration.? No. 1 is typical work of PRIMUS. The proportions are
satisfactorily balanced, neck and bowl being joined with a continuous
outline; the handles are pleasantly curved, heavier at the top, and
spurred. The footring is curved, not solidly triangular, as on its partner
on the site. (In this, as in other details, Lysons’ engravings are exactly
true to their originals.) This second cup (not illustrated here) is strik-
ingly similar; however, the rounded outline of the lip gives a less
calyx-like shape to the neck, and spurs and jewels are missing (as in the
fragment from Woolaston, no. 2). No. g is essentially the same. Here the
rectangular frame has flattened the handles, and made a strictly profile
view necessary. No. 7 is a stranger to the series, and indeed unique in
Britain, being the only accurate representation of the cantharus as a
small drinking-cup. It differs, too, in being shaded, but there is not
enough left for a detailed comparison with the others.

Are these variations significant? Perhaps they are no more than
one might expect from an artist working at speed; or, as in the profile
view of no. g, the artist may feel that variety is important. On the
other hand, we may be able to recognise the signs of a single master
design copied by one or more assistants. The workmanship of all the
cups is consistently good, and it is difficult to spot differences of
technique with confidence. One clue, however, may be significant.
The rim of no. 1 is viewed obliquely and appears pointed at the turn—
a serious and elementary error of draughtsmanship; in its partner the

18. Lysons, Woodchester, passim.
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rim turns correctly towards us in a curve. Such variations could easily
result from freehand copying on the site (and there is some evidence
for this practice at Verulamium and Dorchester). But could both
versions, correct and incorrect, be the work of the same artist?

Chedworth (no. 4). This cup differs principally in the increased number of
flutings on neck and bowl. A simple double ivy leaf apparently sprang from
the foot. The hand of PRIMUS is seen again at Chedworth in the cup without
handles or neck (no. 11); the scroll is that used at Woodchester.

Lydney (no. 5). The slightly squat outline is remarkably similar to the last, and
the jewelled band, although curved upwards in defiance of perspective, is double
(without the mistake seen at Chedworth). Bathurst, however, has clearly mis-
understood the rim in his reconstruction which we use here.!

‘Near Bristol’ (no. 6). This pavement, in Bristol City Museum, is believed to
have come from the villa at Gatcombe. Here the principal difference is the
addition of a ball to the foot. Its squat proportions are reminiscent of the
previous ones. '

Chesters, near Woolaston (no. 2). The site is not far from Lydney. This fragment,
now in Gloucester Museum, was first published in 19382 and is reproduced
here in a new drawing by Mr Julian Bennett. The use of a single tessera to
sharpen the junction of neck and bowl can be paralleled on the left-hand side
of one cantharus at Woodchester (no. 1), which 1t closely resembles. The jewels,
too, were absent at Woodchester, in one specimen.

Cirencester, Ashcroft Road (no. 12). Discovered in 1950, and now under the
premises of Mycalex and T.I.M. Ltd., this cup seems, in its damaged state,
to be the work of PRIMUS. No jewels are visible, but one spur has survived.

B. SECUNDUS. Three canthari combining Corinian features,
are so closely similar, and yet so different from those described above,
that they may well show the influence, if not the hand, of one man.

Brislington (no. 8). This cup, in Bristol Museum, shows the size and elaboration
characteristic of this group; it also shows the angular junction of neck and
bowl—something that PRIMUS would never have done. Moreover, the double
spurs are never found on any extant work of PRIMUS. The perspective of the
lip is angular, and the use of thin tesserae on edge is an interesting experiment
that was never, apparently, tried again.

Kings Weston (no. g). This is essentially the same cup, but with important
differences. It is large and tall (slightly foreshortened in the photograph) and
elaborately shaded. Jewels are found on the rim, and the handles are flattened
and held away from the body of the vessel with small struts. There are no spurs.
Here the turn of the lip is more confidently rounded than in any other specimen
we have considered—could he perhaps have had a drawing lesson in the mean-
time? This mosaic is preserved in situ.

1W. H. Bathurst and C. W. King, Roman Antiguities at Lydney Park, Gloucestershire.

2 Arch. Camb., xcmr (1938) 106 and pl. 1.

3 Cheltenham Chronicle, 18 November 1950 and [llus. Lond. News, 2 December 1950.
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Gloucester, Bon Marché site (no. 10). Found in 1914! this pavement is now relaid
in the Gloucester City Museum. As on the two previous specimens the jewels
are doubled and shown at the rim. With its foliated handles it resembles, at a
glance, the cup from Witcombe, Glos. (as engraved by Lysons in a unique
engraving preserved at Burlington House).

We must now consider whether these two hypothetical mosaicists
were members of the Corinian school. Dr. Smith’s distribution map
has not been seriously questioned; and a glance at F16. 1 shows that
the canthart of ‘Corinian’ type all lie in the area he has identified.
But there is a difference. Dr. Smith formed his conclusions from a
wide variety of designs and motifs; here we are considering a single
motif, without reference to its context. Seven of these cups are found
in pavements ascribed to the Corinian school, but the rest have little
or no surrounding design to help us. So the evidence may be con-
sidered by the sceptical scholar to be insufficient for anything but a
tentative attribution; and for this reason I have not added the new
sites? to the map already published.

In making this brief study 1 have been helped by many people.
I would like in particular to thank Mr J. F. Rhodes and his colleagues
in the Gloucester City Museum; also, those who have allowed me to
photograph mosaics and books in their care—especially the National
Trust, the staff of the Bristol and Corinium Museums, and Bristol
University Library; Mr Colin Coward and Mr Eric Puleston for help
with fieldwork and photography; Messrs Walwins, of Gloucester, and
Major M. W. Ingram of Messrs Mycalex and T.I.M. for pLATE xXIV
nos. 10 and 12 respectively. Finally, this paper has benefited from
the discussion and criticism received when it formed part of a con-
tribution to the recent Colloquium on Roman Mosaics in Britain,
in April 1966.

1 Trans. B.G.A.S., Lv1, 73.

R c;)?Gatcombe, Lydney, Kings Weston, Brislington, Gloucester, Woolaston, Cirencester (Ashcroft
oad).
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