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In Sakiet-ez-Zit, a small village located seven kilometers to the north of Sfax, on 

the Tunis road, during the year 1953, a mosaic was brought to light; unfortunately 

badly mutilated, Orpheus illustrated in the middle of a group of animals 1. The 

existence of this mosaic had been known for some time: it is the property of an Arab 

farmer who decided, at the suggestion of the Department of Antiquities, to entirely 

release it. Sakiet-ez-Zit 2 is one of the many villages which surround Sfax like a belt 

and testify to the ancient occupation of this area. The Taparura of antiquity had been 

the center of a populated and flourishing region, well developed and strewn with 

agricultural suburbs and of rich villas, for one of which our mosaic was one of the 

ornaments. 

 

As far as one can judge, indeed, the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit belonged to one of 

these ensembles that were common in the whole of Tunisia, and in the area of Sfax in 

particular, which include the body of the dwelling itself, with its various parts, and an 

installation of private thermal baths 1. The layout of the premises - as superficial as 

the vestiges currently are – allows us to guess at important hydraulic systems. We will 

describe it using the sketch attached (Plan 1): a few meters to the North-West of the 

mosaic is a small basin covered with a geometric mosaic on the bottom and side 2. To 

the north, is another deeper basin, formed from stone and without mosaic (it perhaps 



indicates a cistern); a large drain in the west-east direction leads to the western side 

of this basin. Ten meters to the north is a well whose foundations are ancient. Lastly, 

the traces of walls connecting these various elements, as well as large displaced 

blocks of calcareous limestone, are visible in the garden. 

 

 

What was the place of our mosaic in this 

unit? It is located at the south-eastern limit of 

the visible ruins. The form is asymmetrical: it 

is an irregular rectangle of which the northern 

angle is rounded and the south-western side 

marked by a step. The external walls are in a 

very poor state of conservation: only the 

south-eastern wall is still stands almost intact 

to a height of 40 cm; in places one sees 

traces of impermeable coating to a 6 cm 

thickness. The north-eastern and north-

western walls are completely destroyed. As 

for the south-western wall, it is in bad 

condition, also, it is quite easliy to trace its 

location: it is interrupted near the middle for a 

width of 70 cm. and then begins again with a 

step of 40 cm. towards the interior of the part. 

The mosaic rests on a cement base with a 

thickness of 20cm. The thin black edge which 

encircled it roughly indicates its original 

outline (Plan 2). It occupies a surface of 

approximately 4.50m by 4.50m. On the North-West side a corridor is covered with a 

coarse geometric mosaic. All the north-western part is disturbed and the layout of the 



mosaic at this point would be conjecture: perhaps the western angle was rounded like 

the northern angle, which came together to form an apse. 

 

What was the nature of the site in which our mosaic was a décoration 1? One can 

recognize, as we have seen, that the building was composed of a part intended for 

the dwelling and an group of rooms for thermal use. In which group should we include 

the part which concerns us? Its curiously asymmetrical plan must not let us 

complicate the question, and we can only say what it indicates; a later rearrangement: 

the mosaic is adapted exactly to the unorthodox layout of the room, explainable 

probably by an unforeseen difficulty which would have emerged during construction. 

We are in the presence of an important room: its dimensions, as well as its 

decoration, prove that it occupied a privileged place in the villa 2. Two solutions can 

then be proposed: we deal with a tablinum or an oecus, that is to say with an official 

part, a reception room where the Master could receive his guests; this is what the 

presence of the corridor would seem to indicate; access on the south-western side; or 



it  could indicate a frigidarium, if the traces of coating raised on the south-eastern wall 

are characteristic of a basin. Only methodical excavations could answer this precisely 

for us, in particular the nature of the south-western corridor and the original shape of 

the room.  

 
 

The mosaic proper 1 is composed of three separate parts on a white zone, formed 

of cubes measuring 1 cm. on each side: a decorative edge which remains only in 

fragments, a group of about twenty animals, and the central group, where one sees 

Orpheus, sitting on a rock, playing the lyre in front of a decoration of vegetation. The 

north-western side, that is to say, the lower part of the mosaic, is very severely 

damaged: several animals are missing of which one guesses the locations; on the 

right of Orpheus, the mosaic is destroyed to a considerable extent; finally, the face of 

Orpheus has disappeared. The decorative edge includes three elements; it is only at 

the upper part (south-eastern side) that these elements are visible. One can 

distinguish, on the basis of the interior: a black band 3.5 cm wide, which is easily 

followed on the south-eastern and north-western sides, similarly with the northern 

corner; a line of red volutes on a white base 2, preserved only at the upper part; 

finally, on a black base, a band much largeer 3, but almost completely destroyed, 

perhaps made of a twist or a succession of tangent circles. The total width of the edge 

is 39 cm. 

 



The animals which surround Orpheus are laid out so as to face towards the 

central figure. No logical grouping governed their distribution: the cobra is neighbor to 

the weasel, the tiger with the ostrich, and the normal place of a winged animal (even 

as mythical as the griffon) should be in the sky: it is in the lower part of the mosaic, 

while quadrupeds seem to fly above the head of Orpheus. Let us note that each 

animal is illustrated on a piece of ‘ground’, that is represented by a lengthened beige 

patch with a thickness of 5 to 10 cm. 

 

On the basis of the upper left corner and progressing from left to right, we first find 

a snake 1, in which it is easy to recognize an Egyptian naja (cobra). The bulge of the 

neck is flattened, the parallel scratches on the ventral wall are characteristic, as well 

as the attitude of the animal. The cubes employed, very fine (1/2 cm.), go from red 

brick to light rose and, as a result of the degredation, give the impression of depth and 

shade. Contours are underlined in black. On the left of the cobra, a small bush, rather 

badly preserved, balances the composition well; one raises in this feature the use of 

molten green glass. The piece, one of neatest of the mosaic, results from an acute 

concern for decorative effect and at the same time a precise knowledge of the model. 

 

On the right of the cobra and facing it, it seems, we see a small animal 2, whose 

identification is not certain. The fine pointed muzzle and gray color make us think of a 

small rodent carnivore similar to the weasel. In any case, the combined attitude of the 

animal, legs folded up as if to leap and the flexible curve of the tail give to this figure a 

realistic and at the same time gracious character. 

 

Then comes a hare or a wild rabbit leaping towards the right. The piece is rather 

mutilated, in particular the head, which makes identification difficult 1. A black line 

shows contours, outlining an ensemble of light beige and brown cubes; on the hind 

legs, the shades are rendered in green. 

 

A water bird, a wader, faces the preceding animal. The legs are missing and the 

remainder of the body is not in very good condition 2. The general rosy tones would 

make one think of a flamingo, but the long beak is more characteristic of a bird like a 



stork, crane or heron. The ensemble, lifeless, is not very neat and undoubtedly has 

been rendered in some haste. 

 

Next on the right is a piece in quite a ruined condition, of round and massive form, 

which could represent a hedgehog. It is accompanied a small very slim animal, with 

long tail, and running 3: a weasel, marten or squirrel.  

 

All the right-sided of the mosaic is occupied by a series of quite well preserved 

figures. From top to bottom, we find first a quadruped with a massive appearance, 

treated in cubes of red brick of several shades 4: if the head recalls that of a lioness, 

the bulky hind quarters and especially the legs and paws make one think of a bear. A 

splendid wild boar at the gallop succeeds him: with open mouth, tusks in front, a 

malicious eye under a curved eyebrow the animal hardly seems to submit to the 

charm of the divine accents. The piece, treated in gray, beige and yellow, is very neat 
5: one clearly distinguishes the details from the mane; rosy coloured cubes mark 

nostrils and mouth, the tusks are white. An equally beautiful piece is that of the lion 6: 

the dominant color is a yellowish brown to which the more or less dark cubes give 

depth and relief. If the anatomical details are well observed (hairs of the mane are 

brick red, a red muzzle, claws are a dark green), the expression perhaps doesn’t have 

the powerful gravity that is the expected practice with this carnivore.  

 

The following animal, a grass snake or viper, is the only reptile of the series; the back 

is black, with scratches, the side gray, the belly pale green 1. Below it remains the 

hind part of a galloping horse 2, colored brick red and rose with the shaded parts of 

the belly in dark green. The shapes are squat and are huddled together, the short 

legs, the tail of long hairs; one distinguishes two black stripes on the shoulder and on 

the hindquarters: the same characteristics are frequently found on the representations 



of horses in North Africa 3; there is no doubt that we are dealing with characteristic 

species of the country; even today we can see these small horses, muscular and 

squat. Let us note, finally, the two series of bindings which surround the rear limbs; 

today, the pasterns of the racehorses are bandaged in the same way to avoid injury to 

them 4. 

 

The bottom of the mosaic is very mutilated. Working from the right, first we find an 

elephant 5, of which only the massive head remains, in black and gray, with white 

tusks and the line of the back.  

 

Below, a griffon, the only fantastic animal of the series, of which the lower part is 

destroyed 1: the head is that of a bird, of colored rose, the wings are green and black; 

the white body belongs to a quadruped, with a curiously raised forefoot. On the left a 

goat, whose detailed fur goes from dark red to yellow, draws up itself on its hind legs 

to listen to Orpheus: the head and the forefeet have disappeared 2. A beautiful piece 

finishes this series: half drawn up towards the right, ears pointed ahead, and open 

mouth, a fennec is caught in a lifelike posture in its attitude of savage impatience; the 

tail long and thick, in the absence of the mutilated paws, indicates that it behaves, 

undoubtedly, just as does this small North-African canine, similar to a fox 3. But the 

ears are more like those of a jackal. The decorative intentions appear preoccupied 

with realism: the coat is a beautiful vivaceous green, varying from light to dark, with 

black spots; teeth and eyes are white; the muzzle and the mouth are marked by the 

use of molten orange glass. Among the other fragments still visible on this part of the 



mosaic, let us note the barb of a scorpion, between the goat and the griffon, and the 

top of the head of a cow, to the right of the fennec. 

 

The left side comprises three units. At the foot of Orpheus, we find two small 

monkeys, colored green and gray-black. Of that on the left, there remain only the 

forefeet and the head, raised towards Orpheus. The other, entirely preserved 4, is 

seated on a brick red rock, which borders a brightly colored bush (green and yellow 

molten glass). The attitude seems forced and rendered awkwardly: the body is turned 

three quarters to the left, whereas the head, completely reversed, looks to the right 

towards Orpheus.  

 

These figures give the impression of a caracature desired and naive, still accentuated 

by the gesture of the hand which scratches the head. Just above, a tiger head with 

the forelimbs is all that remains of beautiful animal 1; one will notice the pleasantly 

stylized mouth, combining precision and elegance; the hairs of the moustache, the 

lines of the fur, the red tongue standing out on a base of a beautiful rose red detail. A 

tortoise seen from the top 2 curiously seems to fly in the air and from a mottled 

carapace of red and yellow, a conical head equipped with two large round eyes pokes 

out. Behind it, finally, an ostrich draws up 3, drawn well, but lifeless and without depth: 

the long neck is rose, the feathers green, black and white, the legs black; the use of 

molten orange glass for the tongue puts a sharp point in this dull composition.  

From there we arrive, finally, at the central motif. On the left of Orpheus, a tree 

with a knotty trunk spreads out a bulky foliage, where all the shades of the green are 

enlivened by molten glass; a crested hoopoe, treated in red and orange pastes, is 

perched in a striking attitude at the top of the tree. A robin faces him, on the right of 

the head of Orpheus: it is perched on a bush of which only the top remains and which 

would have occupied the now empty space located between Orpheus and the series 

of animals on the right-hand side. On the left of Orpheus, behind his shoulder, one 



sees a small rectangular construction with a pediment - temple or sanctuary - drawn 

from three quarters with pink cubes. The musician himself 4 is represented facing 

forward, sitting on a rock which some coarse black lines outline on a green base; his 

right foot touches the ground, while the left leg, folded up to support the quadrant, 

rests on a stone.  

 

The left arm, damaged, holds the lyre, of which there remain two cords and some of 

the right hand, finely drawn; Orpheus holds the plectrum (pick), hinted at by some red 

spots or yellows in molten glass, and he prepares to sound the cords. The face has 

been mutilated, undoubtedly intentionally 1, and it is impossible to say what kind of 

hairstyle the mosaicist had represented: tiara 2, Phrygian cap 3 or bonnet in fox skin 

as of the Thracian warriors ( ) 4. Orpheus is clothed in a full loose coat, of 

green color, that he allows to drape behind him, retained at the right shoulder by a 

splendid fastener: the yellow and blue-green molten glass correctly conveys the glint 

of gold and the precious stone. A rose tunic with long sleeves, tied to the wrists by 

green bracelets, descends almost to his knees; a broad belt, which was to be richly 

decorated, but from which the cubes have disappeared, mark his waist quite high. 

Breeches of a green color covered the legs: they only remain in some fragments, in 

brilliant molten glass. The feet are fitted with short boots in beige.  

 

The whole is strengthened by a solid and balanced composition: the attitudes are 

natural and harmonious, a little frozen perhaps by being excessively academic. The 

draped tunic and its folds are rendered in a remarkable way, thanks to the range of 

use of brick red cubes which stand out on the rose base. In the clarity of its original 

colours, still enlivened by sporadic use of transparent molten glass, its motifs have 



produced an impression of majestic richness well matched with the semi-divine nature 

of the character. 

 

The mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit is part of a larger series represented: the topic of 

Orpheus charming the animals was treated very frequently by the Roman mosaicists, 

almost as often as the marine subjects or Dionysiacs. It would be superfluous to 

enumerate all these mosaics here: they can be found in the list detailed in an article of 

G. Guidi concerning a mosaic of Orpheus discovered in Leptis Magna 1. Let us 

mention, however, several works which do not appear in the repertory of Guidi; firstly, 

a series of mosaics discovered in England, circular in composition and centered 

around a medallion which contains or had contained Orpheus 2; the animals, placed 

between two concentric circles around the central motif, are generally distributed in 

compartments which are separated by the branches of tree. The Mosaic of the House 

of Orpheus in Volubilis (Morocco) presents a similar composition 3: the animals are 

numerous there, the decorative unity skilfully obtained by the convergence of the 

various elements towards the central medallion; let us note a marked preoccupation 

with realism, birds being always illustrated in the trees and quadrupeds in the lower 

part, and the presence of two griffins among the animals, a fact rather exceptional 

which brings this work closer to our mosaic.  

 

Also, let us add the pavement discovered at the monastery of Saint-Anselme, on 

the Aventin, in Rome: Orpheus and the animals stand out in black on a white zone, as 

on the mosaic of Perugia quoted by Guidi, but with a coarser execution; all other 



works of the series are polychrome 1. Lastly, the excavations of the last years bring to 

light, in the Roman villa of Piazza Merina, in Sicily, a great number of mosaics, among 

which we find the myth of Orpheus 2: the composition is similar to that of Sakiet-ez-Zit; 

but with many more animals, more varied, and grouped in a more realistic way: 

imposing terrestrial animals below, birds in the trees and in the sky. Although treated 

separately, they give to the whole a strong unity, thanks to their expressive attitude 

and the flexibility of the drawing. A rather important place is made for mythical 

animals, represented by a griffin and a phoenix 3.  

 

In the absence of definitive chronological data, Guidi classified the mosaics of 

Orpheus in four categories, after their composition and the styles of their characters: 

mosaics offering a strongly composed scene, those which represent Orpheus 

surrounded by isolated animals, but converging towards the center, those where the 

animals do not converge towards the central motif, and finally ensembles of a purely 

decorative nature where the animals, separated by geometrical motifs, are laid out 

freely around the character of Orpheus. It would be necessary to add another type to 

this: circular mosaics, as referred to above, where Orpheus occupies the central 

medallion. It is convenient to place the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit (and also that of 

Piazza Armerina) in the second group. This very formal classification has the 

immediate advantage of emphasizing the resemblances which link various works of 

the same category. It is thus that one is struck by the deep unity of this second group, 

that I will call the Tunisian group, because three mosaics out of five were discovered 

in Tunisia. There is found, first, the large mosaic of the Museum of Bardo in Tunis, 



coming from the thermal baths of Laberii at Oudna 1: the composition is rather sparse, 

the animals more numerous, the foliage of the tree rare; the Phrygian cap being worn, 

Orpheus is clothed in the heroic manner: barechested, the lower part of the body 

covered by a full drapery which exposes the left leg; the movement vigorous, and the 

fabric well rendered. In detail, the drawing of the animals is neat, often expressive; but  

the ensemble remains rather dull and the variety of colors quite narrow. The second 

mosaic of this series was destroyed during the war; it was in the Museum of Sfax and 

came from the city close to Thina (Thaenae) 2. The composition of it is quite bulky, the 

relative proportions of the animals little respected.  

 

The central group is detached badly from the ensemble: Orpheus seems small and 

squashed in the middle of the crowded fauna; he is clothed in a long robe which falls 

almost to his feet. But even there, in detail, the artist was able to show much skill: the 

animals are rendered with realism and life 1. This group, one must add, in addition to 

our mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit and that the Piazza Armerina 2, which have already been 

discussed, a mosaic of the National Museum of Palermo 3, of a very loose 

composition, with few animals, and of a generally diagrammatic and lifeless drawing. 

Orpheus, clothed in a short tunic, and a Phrygian cap, is represented in a very 

gauche manner, without concern for proportions; his right hand holds up the plectrum 

towards outside 4. Obviously, we deal with the work of a local craftsman, awkward 

and naive. 

 



 

It is clear that these mosaics refer all to an identical original: the grouping of the 

figures, the attitude of Orpheus, the types of animals which repeat themselves in the 

small details, so much that the resemblances cannot be fortuitous. It is a 

characteristic, moreover, which is common to all these works: the animals distributed 

around Orpheus are all illustrated looking towards him, with Orpheus himself, on a 

simplistic background, a thin gray or beige band which represents the ground. Thus, 

in spite of the unity of the composition, these appear like separate and gifted 

autonomous elements. This fact struck Mr. Biagio Pace, who has given a clever 

interpretation 1 of it: it would be necessary to see in these mosaics the reproduction of 

moulded groups of popular nature, with figurines representing Orpheus and the 

animals, similar to the Italian cribs of the 17th and 18th centuries. Indeed, one knows a 

certain number of ancient sculptures, generally Hellenistic, in which the various 

elements are grouped in a single scene: for example, Niobides located in a cave 

close to the Acropolis in Athens, that perhaps reproduces the Niobides of the 

Museum of the Offices in Florence 2, or the whole of the Acropolises of Pergamon and 

of Athens representing the battles of Attale I and Eumène II against the Galatians 3. 

Allusions that several old authors 4 with figurines have made personifying Venus and 

Adonis are to be included in the same category. In any case, these works have an 

evident decorative and monumental character. It is difficult to speak of them as 

popular art (except perhaps for the groups of Venus and Adonis). 



 

And we will more readily see in the individual parts of the figures which 

characterize our mosaics an imitation of the carved groups of the magician Orpheus 

which decorate a great number, it seems, of the public fountains of the Hellenistic and 

Roman villas; one of the most famous was undoubtedly the “Lacus Orphei” of Rome, 

located above the district of Subure and to which Martial refers (Epigr. X, 20, v. 6-9) 1. 

But one knows of others in Byblos 2, Athens, Stamboul, and Sabratha 3. All these 

ensembles of bronze or marble, with a particular structure and openwork, lend 

themselves to varied plays of water, and the statue of Orpheus, high on Helicon, of 

which Callistrate (Descriptiones, VII) gives us a detailed description, undoubtedly 

brings it much closer: “… His bright hair breathed life to the point of misleading the 

senses… His sandal sparkles like the most vivid gold and floating robe the length of 

his back descended almost to his heels. He held the lyre… Under his feet, there were 

all the animals of the mountains… One could also see, carved in bronze, rivers 

running towards the music from their source…, plants of all the seasons leaving the 

gardens and coming to listen to the songs of Orpheus 4…” 

 

The popularity of the topic in the Roman world of the 1st century before Christ, 

designed in this traditional malleable form, is attested to us by a curious passage of 

Varron (Res rusticae, III, 13), where one sees, during the course of a banquet, a slave 



disguised as Orpheus begin to play his music, attracting around him a crowd of 

animals. This is like an animation with a theatrical setting of the scene 1, due to 

imagination of a rich amateur, fixed scenes which were reproduced by the nymphs. 

 

We thus have, among the mosaics of Orpheus, a double tradition: in one part the 

mosaics of which the strong subject imitates very closely a pictorial work (the first 

group of Guidi); in the other, the series of which we occupy ourselves, which clearly 

preserves in the compositions a relative autonomy of the figures of a carved group. 

However let us notice, that a similar artifice is found in mosaics of different subject 2 

and that from a certain date (during the 3rd century) the mosaicists lose the sense of 

the vast compositions in prefering to treat each figure as a separate piece. 

 

Whether this is technical awkwardness or deliberate intention, the result is to 

renew the idea of the mosaic: instead of the precious emblems, rigidly fixed in a 

decorative ensemble, the craftsman begins to lay out his figures with a much wider 

freedom, probably according to a general canvas with many alternatives. Thus are the 

varied compositions of our mosaics explained, and in spite of the similarity of subject 

and differences in quality of the interior of the same mosaic. We have noted for that of 

Sakiet-ez-Zit 3; the mosaicist, who has separate portfolios, covers the subjects which 

are dear to him with partiality and also those that correspond to the tastes of his 

client, by neglecting voluntarily the figures which are of little interest. Under these 

conditions, the reproduction of the same topic does not prevent a certain originality 

from appearing in each work.  

 



But it is necessary to observe very clear resemblances in the interior even of our 

group: in the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit and that of Thina (destroyed), the choice of the 

animals and their grouping presents singular analogies. The higher series, those of 

the right-hand side and left, are practically the same, with some exceptions; in the 

lower series, one finds the fennec and cow in the same places (though nothing 

remains except the horns in the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit). Both come from the area of 

Sfax: if they were not carried out by the same artist, they belong to the same 

workshop and were made from similar sketches. It is this that enables us to suppose 

that on the right of Orpheus, where there is a great gap, the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit 

originally presented a branch of foliage and one or two animals, perhaps birds as in 

Thina. 

 

What therefore are the features of the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit that show originality 

in its group? Its form, to begin with: it is the only one to offer an asymmetrical 

framework, all the others being perfect rectangles or circles. Next, a happy balance of 

the bodies in the composition: the figures are neither too tight (mosaic of Thina) nor 

too sparse (Oudna, Palermo). It would be necessary to bring up also the presence of 

the griffin in the middle of the real animals and the use of the molten glass to 

emphasize certain details; as a whole, the other mosaics are much duller in tone. But 

what particularly strikes one is the central group. It is true that Orpheus is rather 

differently represented compared to other works: heroic semi-nudity (Oudna), long 

dress of a feminine appearance (Thina), short Thracian tunic (Palermo). Anyway, 

behind the head of Orpheus the artist of Sakiet-ez-Zit placed a monument that one 

does not find in any other mosaic: it resembles a small sanctuary crowned by a 

triangular pediment as in a traditional temple. Besides the central motif it is evident 

that in the whole piece there is a trend that is both harmonious and serious; the 

costume of Orpheus deserves to be noted: the tunic with the long sleeves tightened at 

the wrist, trousers, the coat attached on the right shoulder by large clasps have much 

resemblance to clothing which is worn, on other mosaics, by the characters no longer 

mythical, but real, particularly in hunting scenes 1. However, there is a rather clear 

tendency to stylization, in particular in the draping and smoothness of the folds: a 

memory of the style of heroic drapery which is appropriate for the quality of this 



character. This unique mixture of realistic elements and of traditional conventions 

gives to our representation of Orpheus a special place in the series. 

 

The connection that we have made with Piazza Armerina leads us to pose the 

question of the date of our mosaic. There is no element that provides an 

unquestionable indication: it is impossible to date the additional constructions, of 

which there remain too few and in too bad a condition. It is therefore only from stylistic 

criteria that we will be able to make some conjectures. The analogy taken between 

the costume of Orpheus and the hunters of Piazza Armerina, the existence at the 

Piazza Armerina of an Orphic mosaic of the same type as ours 2, although of a higher 

artistic standard, allow us to draw up a rather close connection between the two 

works and to conclude that the mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit must be almost contemporary 

to the villa of Piazza Armerina.  

 

As the latter is dated from around 350 AD., one can place, with probability, the 

mosaic of Sakiet-ez-Zit in first half of the 4th century. Perhaps later discoveries will 

allow a more precise approximation 1. 

 

How therefore can we explain the extraordinary success of the topic of Orpheus 

charming the animals in Antique art and Roman mosaic in particular? It is known that 

the mythical character of Orpheus had its origin in a very important movement of 

thought which, probably born in greater Greece in second half of the 6th century 2, was 

transported then to Athens, where it experienced a great development. Concerns 

relative to this beyond the members of the religious associations or thiases of 

southern Italy provided the starting point of the Orphic speculations: it was accepted 

that Orpheus, the divine cantor whose accents overcame the deer and had even 

swayed the infernal powers, had revealed, with his return from hell, the means by 



which to reach a happy immortality. Thus a whole theological system, accompanied 

by worship and sacred ceremonies 3 was constituted: poems were written under the 

name of Orpheus telling of the descent of the hero into hell. The doctrines rested 

primarily on the principle of duality of the human nature; from its double origin, divine 

and titanic, man is to be subjected to a succession of purifications and sacrifices if he 

wants his soul, finally released of its body prison, to know eternal bliss; from there 

comes the importance of the concepts of punishment and reward after death: only the 

initiate will be able to avoid the infernal punishments which await the impure masses.  

 

But, as of first half of the 5th century, Orphism changes character 1: charlatans seize it 

and reduce it to a set of magic formulas; the Orphic communities disappear or there 

words are no longer heard. With the Hellenistic period, one sees flowering an 

extraordinary esoteric literature which claims Orphism without keeping any connection 

with the origins of the Orphic religion. Obviously, there is divorce between the 

literature and the religious movement. 

 

It is also at that time that the topic of Orpheus knows its greatest popularity in 

literature and art 2. Two episodes attract writers and artists particularly: Orpheus 

charming the animals by the accents of its lyre - symbol of the divine character of his 

art - and Orpheus bringing Eurydice back from hell - allusion to his relations with the 

infernal world. We had the occasion of speaking about the many carved groups of the 

first type and the statue refered to by Callistrate. But these units themselves referred 

to an original painting, which had had to be very famous, and the rhetorician 

Philostrate the Young, traversing a gallery of pictures in Naples at the end of the 3rd 

century, left us a detailed description 3.  



 

Perhaps we can be allowed to quote it at length: if it does not serve as the Greek 

philosopher's stone, at least we are in the presence of a faithful copy, one of those 

which inspired the mosaicists and contributed to the spread of the theme of Orpheus 

the magician precisely at the time when our ensemble of mosaics is placed: “… The 

lion, the wild boar are close to Orpheus and listen to him; the stag, the hare, without 

seeking to avoid being attacked by the lion, and all the animals for which it is so 

frightening in the chase, gather now around him, become harmless. Look well: there 

are also the birds, not only musical birds …, but the talkative jackdaw, the crow and 

the eagle of Zeus… One sees wolves and ewe mixed and struck with stupor. But here 

is an even greater audacity of the painter; having torn off the trees with their roots, he 

leads them to hear Orpheus and installs them around him. The pine, the cypress, the 

alder, the poplar itself and all the others, uniting their branches like hands, surround 

Orpheus and, not without skill, close on him in a circle as in a theatre 1, so that the 

birds come there to pose that they might sing in their shade. Orpheus, himself, is 

seated, his cheeks covered with a youthful down; on its head stands the tiara brilliant 

as gold; his gaze is sharp, with tenderness, and inspired… Perhaps he is singing…  

 

His clothing has many changing nuances, according to his movements; his left foot 

rests on the ground and supports the zither which presses on his thigh; on the right, 

he marks time by striking the ground with his sandal; his right hand holds the pluck 

firmly, applied to make the sounds vibrate; he has a raised elbow and palm turned 

inside, while, on the left, the fingers stretched, he strikes the cords.” Put aside the 

literary plot and the processes of rhetoric, and it a very complete description remains 

of one of the prototypes of the famous topic: all the elements are represented 

(whereas the mosaicists generally simplified to reduce the difficulties) as well as the 

attitude; Orpheus is exactly that who is on our mosaic; moreover, the author had the 



merit to describe in detail the expression of the face, very badly rendered in our group 

of mosaics or lost to us (as is the case with Sakiet-ez-Zit). 

 

Thus, it is remarkable that success of Orpheus in literature and figurative arts 

coincides almost exactly with the decline of Orphism as a religious movement. Is this 

to say that the representations of Orpheus with the 3rd and 4th centuries AD lose any 

symbolic or mystic value? It is advisable to make a difference between the Hellenistic 

period and that of the High-Empire, as far as the middle of the 2nd century: as Mr. 

Gilbert Picard perceived in the matter of Venus 1, the symbolic subjects are by this 

time treated as generic scenes with primarily decorative purposes. On the contrary, in 

the period of the 3rd century, the Roman mosaic, in Africa especially, acquires more 

independence compared to the Greek model; its function is not only more decorative: 

it must now play a protective role and include apotropaic figures which dispel the 

curse and evil of the area of which it forms part 2. It is natural to think that the mosaics 

of Orpheus would have a similar goal, especially given the mystic-religious origin of 

the topic. We have a proof of it in the mosaic itself: the costume of Orpheus, which 

has its model in reality, we have seen, not without recalling either of the Eastern 

divinities of Persian origin, Attis or Mithras 3. One will particularly note as common 

points the breeches, the short tunic and the belt placed high, the coat retained by a 

large loop on the right shoulder.  

 

Without wanting to attach too great an importance to these resemblances 1, one will 

notice however that, on a Christian sarcophagus, Orpheus is represented with the 

traits and in the attitude of Mithras 2. It is nothing but an example, between us, of the 

religious syncretism which develops starting from the 3rd century, but it is rather 

significant that one could assemble a figure such as Orpheus from a god like Mithras, 

whose followers were numerous and the worship extremely active. From elsewhere, 



another element in our mosaic still adds to the religious environment which surrounds 

the central figure: that is the small building in the shape of sanctuary represented in a 

very diagrammatic manner behind the head of Orpheus, and which is not found on 

any other mosaic in the same series. The presence of a temple betrays clearly the 

intention to put the character of Orpheus into a religious and mystical context. 

 

It is more precisely in a funerary role than we see Orpheus the magician on a 

African tomb, the mausoleum of El-Amrouni 3, Associated with the infernal scenes 

(Charon, Sisyphus, Hercules and Alceste, Orpheus and Eurydice), the bas-relief 

representing Orpheus charming the animals is obviously to be put in connection with 

beliefs relative to the nether world. This monument probably goes back to the 2nd or 

3rd century 4.  

 

 

And a passage of saint Augustin attests to the persistence in the first years of the 5th 

century of these popular beliefs relating to the role of Orpheus at the time of the 

funeral ceremonies: “… Orpheum nescio quo modo infernis sacris vel potius 



sacrilegiis praeficere soleat civitas impiorium 1.” We have two testimonies, both 

African, be it noted, of the symbolic value granted to the figure Orpheus in last days of 

paganism. 

 

The attitude of the Christians in his connection is not less interesting and the 

question of the relationship between Orphism and Christianity would deserve a 

particular study 2. We limit ourselves to raise those facts that relate to the problems of 

our mosaic. From the 2nd century until the beginning of the 4th, the topic of Orpheus 

appears to be one of the rare pagan myths that the Christians considered with favour 

and even adopted (with some exceptions, for example, Clément of Alexandria, who, 

at the end of the 2nd century, opposes Christ and Orpheus) 3.  

 

It appears in the form of painting, in the Catacombs, or bas-relief, or on sarcophagi, 

Orpheus appears several times in Christian art of the 3rd century 1. It is always under 

the aspect of the musician charming the animals that he is illustrated, but sometimes 

the animals saved are replaced by sheep. There is contamination between the purely 

Christian topic of Good Shepherd and the pagan myth of Orpheus the magician 2. At 

the beginning of the 4th century, Eusebius de Caesarea did not hesitate to compare 

the magic effect of the songs of Orpheus with the action of the divine Verb 3. And this 

explains to us why Orpheus was popular among Christians: in the image of the divine 

musician subjugating nature, they saw the symbol of the victorious law attracting 

humanity to it. 

 

But this attitude changes significantly in the course of the 4th century. A hundred 

years after reconciling the interpretation of Eusebius, Saint Augustin vituperates 

against the sacrilegious ceremonies which are still done in the name of Orpheus 4 and 

denounces the vanity of the Orphic pseudo-predictions 5. The representations of 

Good Shepherd take the place of Orpheus in Christian iconography 6. One detail is 

particularly significant with regard to our mosaic: the mutilation of the face, which is 



obviously not due to chance; it is found on the mosaic of Oudna and, in both cases, 

the destruction follows the contours of the figure exactly, which clearly indicates the 

deliberate intention.  

 

 

Thus, the Christians who found themselves in front of this mosaic at the end of the 4th 

century or during of the 5th, far from considering it as a decorative element, of no 

importance, have granted enough value to it to want to remove from it the 

effectiveness that it had upon the pagan conscience. It is known that the face, and the 



glance in particular, had a special capacity: to destroy it, this was to withdraw with the 

representation of its personality and its magic function 1. Now the texts rejoin 

archaeology: in the course of the 4th century, Orpheus, initially accomodated favorably 

because of its symbolic value, became dangerous in the eyes of Christians 2. And it 

would not have become such if pagan they had not allotted more than a decorative 

role to the figure of Orpheus.  

 

 

The change of attitude of Christians with regard to Orpheus provides us with indirect 

evidence that the many representations of Orpheus, of which our mosaics form an 

important component, had a magic and apotropaic value which, far from decreasing in 

the last days of paganism, instead knew a renewal of favour in connection with the 

development of superstition and appeared, consequently, to be threatening the 

“Doctors” of Christianity 1. 

 

We summarize: direct testimonies (the mausoleum of El-Amrouni) as well as 

indirect (the attitude of the Christians) prove the prophylactic character of the figure of 

Orpheus, as the equal of Venus or of Bacchus, in the mosaics of the 3rd and 4th 

centuries. Above all, let us not deduce that the owners of these mosaics had some 

relationship with the contemporary Orphic or pseudo-Orphiques speculations 2.  

 



 

 

The philosophical tradition was for a long time separate from the literary and artistic 

plot. And it would be necessary to understand our mosaics and the magic value that 

was granted to them more in the direction of a popular interpretation of the myth of 

Orpheus diffused by the artists and writers 1. It should be recognized that the topic of 

the musician overcoming nature by his divine accents lent itself particularly to such a 

treatment. It does not matter that the owner of the villa of Sakiet-ez-Zit was conscious 

or not of the apotropaic character of the figure that it had; perhaps he was satisfied to 

follow the fashion by ordering this motif. What counts is knowing why such a subject 

was in fashion: because, doubtless, it still reigned in the 4th century, around this 

heroic character, as a mystical atmosphere to which the Christians were not mistaken 

and which they denounced. 

 

 

 

From a different point of view, the interest of these mosaics is to make us follow 

the evolution and variants of a classical model starting from a unique original or at the 

very least some very close patterns. The originality of the series to which the mosaic 

of Sakiet-ez-Zit belonged takes inspiration at the time from the monumental unity and 



from one of the paintings of which Philostrate gives us a description. The result is a 

mixed composition, at the same time pictorial and plastic, where, regardless of the 

unity of the ensemble, each figure has its own autonomy. 

 

And it is there, believe us, that it is necessary to seek another reason for the 

success of this topic in the Roman world, and in North Africa in particular: with such a 

subject, the mosaicist could give free course to his taste for the representations of 

animals. Thanks to the games of the amphitheatre, the artists had a precise 

knowledge of the African wildlife, as the numerous scenes of hunting reproduced on 

the mosaics attest. If sometimes there are inequalities within the same work (as is the 

case with Sakiet-ez-Zit), it is because the mosaicist, according to his personal tastes, 

takes more or less care to each figure and has his favorite subjects, which prevents, 

moreover, the various specimens being a succession of stereotyped reproductions. 

And it is understood that a motif, which, by its religious and magic resonances, had 

struck the popular imagination, also enchanted animalist artists 1 who often saw, 

undoubtedly, merely a pretext for brilliant and coloured “bestiaries”. 

 
Jean Thirion. 
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