
Ancient mosaic from Roman Dorset at
risk of export

2400 year old floor fragment gives us an insight into the life of Roman
leaders 

Culture Minister Caroline Dinenage has placed a temporary export bar on a
panel of mosaic from a Roman villa at Dewlish, Dorset.

Thought to date to the 4th century AD, the mosaic is considered by many to be
an exceptional piece and is at risk of being lost abroad unless a buyer can
be found to match the £135,00 asking price.

The mosaic would have been part of an elaborate pavement in the reception
room of a luxurious villa and includes a depiction of a leopard pouncing on
the back of an antelope as blood drips from its wounded prey. 

Floor mosaics like this would have been chosen to reflect the values and
beliefs of the villa’s owner and can help modern viewers understand the
aspirations and education of country landowners who held power in the final
decades of the Roman Era.

Apart from one smaller piece in the Dorchester Country Museum, much of the
mosaic floor at the Dewlish Roman villa has now been destroyed, so this
fragment is of crucial importance to understanding the whole composition.

This fragment has strong similarities to other fourth century mosaics found
in the region surrounding Dorchester, ascribed to a Durnovarian School of
mosaic workers. Although notable examples survived, including the Hinton St
Mary mosaic in the British Museum, many of the mosaics assigned to the
Durnovarain school have been reburied or destroyed. 

Culture Minister Caroline Dinenage said:

This mosaic is a piece of history telling us about the lives of our
Roman ancestors more than 2,000 years ago. It is an incredibly rare
example of the Roman occupation of Britain and I hope that, even in
these challenging times, a buyer can be found to keep this
important and striking work in the UK.

The Minister’s decision follows the advice of the Reviewing Committee on the
Export of Works of Art and Objects of Cultural Interest (RCEWA). The
committee noted that there were few mosaics from the Durnovarian school
showing this quality and exceptional workmanship. It was also widely agreed
that there was much to be learned about Romano-British mosaics from further
research and study of the fragment. 

The RCEWA made its recommendation on the grounds of the mosaic’s outstanding
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significance to the study of Romano-British art and history.  

Committee member Leslie Webster said:

The mosaic‘s spirited depiction of a leopard bringing down an
antelope is a brilliantly accomplished image of nature red in tooth
and claw; the soaring leap of the deer, and the precise delineation
of the leopard’s muscular power and ferocious grace is a tour de
force of the mosaicist’s art. Such a resonant image, with its
origins in the art and mythology of the classical world and beyond,
has travelled a long way to Dorset, to feature in the villa of a
wealthy Romano-British landowner; it must have been the latest
thing in up-market house decoration. The grand mosaic from which
this fragment came, dominating the principal public room of the
villa, was clearly designed to impress the spectator with the
learning and cultural aspirations of its owner. Perhaps this exotic
symbol of the hunt, popular elsewhere in the Empire but exceptional
in Britain, and its implicit theme of domination, were also
intended to suggest its owner’s status and power. 

In the later years of the Roman era in Britain, the
representational innovation and technical sophistication of this
mosaic, and of others produced by the Dorchester school of
mosaicists, give fascinating insight into the lives of local Roman
magnates, in a period seen as one of change and decline; they open
up many questions and opportunities for investigation. For us to
lose it from Britain would be a great misfortune.

The decision on the export licence application for the mosaic will be
deferred until 16 October 2020. This may be extended until 16 January 2021 if
a serious intention to raise funds to purchase it is made at the recommended
price of £135,000 plus VAT.

ENDS

Notes to editors

Organisations or individuals interested in purchasing the mosaic should
contact the RCEWA on 0845 300 6200.

Details of the mosaic are as follows:

The item is a fragment of a Roman mosaic pavement
It is composed of tesserae cut from coloured stone and brick originally
set on a mortar base.
Its maximum measurements are 1.96m by 2.39m
Probably made by the Dunovarian school of mosaic workers operating in
the 4th century AD
Dating to the second half of 4th century? Condition apparently stable 



Provenance: 

Excavated in Dewlish by WG Putman between 1969-1979
Private collection, Dewlish, Dorset, until sale at Duke’s Auctions,
Dorchester, 7th September 2018, lot 722.

The Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of Cultural
Interest is an independent body, serviced by The Arts Council, which advises
the Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport on whether a
cultural object, intended for export, is of national importance under
specified criteria.  

The Arts Council champions, develops and invests in artistic and cultural
experiences that enrich people’s lives. It supports a range of activities
across the arts, museums and libraries – from theatre to digital art, reading
to dance, music to literature, and crafts to collections.
www.artscouncil.org.uk.


