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ABSTRACT 
As composite structures built of layers of lime mortars, ancient mosaics will deteriorate as other porous 
materials do, primarily due to the presence of water and the frequency of wetting-drying cycles. 
 
Because of the variety of materials used to construct mosaics and the various construction techniques, 
mosaic deterioration processes can manifest themselves in different ways and at different rates. 
 
Most of the deterioration and loss of mosaics on archaeological sites is due to lack of planning and post –
excavation exposure and neglect, as well as inappropriate modern repair treatments such as using cement 
and detaching and relaying on support panels of re-enforced concrete. 
 
The past history of interventions on mosaics has led to a current crisis in mosaics conservation, where 
thousands of lifted mosaics are being lost, some in storage, with or without backing supports, while many 
others on sites are breaking apart due to oxidized rebar in the support panel. In situ stabilization 
treatments using compatible lime-based mortars has become more prevalent, and the development of 
grouting in recent decades has acted as a catalyst to reverse the previous trend of conservation through 
detachment. 
 
The increasing practice of in situ conservation of mosaics has not prevented the continued loss of mosaics 
due to insufficient resources, both human and financial, to maintain mosaics exposed on sites.  Therefore, 
reburial of selected mosaics is crucial to preserving ancient mosaic heritage after over a century of 
excavations. However, for mosaics re-laid in situ on re-enforced concrete, the long-term solution is the 
removal of the support and relaying the tessellatum layer on new lime mortar preparatory layers.   
 
Modern mosaics can present even more difficult and complex conservation challenges due to a wider 
variety of non-traditional materials and industrial construction techniques used.  
 
OBJECTIVES  

• Understanding the different materials and construction techniques of ancient mosaics. 
• Understanding deterioration processes of mosaics and their phenomena. 
• Understanding current principles of mosaic conservation as a response to unsuccessful past 

practice.  
• Understanding different structural and surface treatment options for in situ mosaics conservation. 
• Understanding the importance of reburial as a preventive conservation option for in situ mosaics. 
• Understanding the similarities and differences of modern and ancient mosaic conservation.  
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CONTENT OUTLINE 
• Construction techniques of ancient mosaics (opus tessellatum, opus sectile, etc), including their 

constituent materials (stone: marble, limestone, sandstone; ceramic; glass; lime mortars). 
• Causes of deterioration of mosaics (environmental, human intervention and intrinsic qualities) 
• Deterioration phenomena of mosaics both structural and superficial. 
• Conservation treatments for in situ mosaics. 
• Conservation treatments for detached and re-laid mosaics on sites. 
• Modern mosaics and their conservation. 
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