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Translating Antiquity onto Souvenirs:  
The Collectively Shaped Reception  
of the Doves of Pliny on Micromosaics

Lauren Kellogg DiSalvo

Pavements are an invention of 
the Greeks, who also practiced 
the art of painting them, 
till they were superseded by 
mosaics. In this last branch 
of art, the highest excellence 
has been attained by Sosus, 
who laid, at Pergamus, the 
mosaic pavement known as the 
“Asarotos œcos”; from the fact 
that he there represented, in 
small squares of different colors, 
the remnants of a banquet 
lying upon the pavement, 
and other things which are 
usually swept away with the 
broom, they having all the 
appearance of being left there 
by accident. There is a dove 
also, greatly admired, in the 
act of drinking, and throwing 
the shadow of its head upon the 
water; while other birds are to 
be seen sunning and pluming 
themselves, on the margin of a 
drinking bowl. 

—Pliny the Elder,  
Natural History1

Grand Tour Ritual and Identity

T
he material culture of 
ancient Rome permeated the 
souvenir industry of the city 
with fans, models, gems, and 
micromosaics during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Micromosaics, created from minutely 
sized tesserae, were popular souvenirs 
that were generated in connection with 
the Grand Tour in Rome and continued 
in popularity through the nineteenth 
century. The ubiquity of micromosaics 
is enumerated by British traveler 
Charlotte Eaton who recounts: 

There are hundreds of artists, 
or rather artisans, who carry on 
the manufactory of mosaics on 
a small scale. Snuff-boxes, rings, 
necklaces, brooches, ear-rings, 
&c., are made in immense 
quantity; and since the English 
flocked in such numbers to 
Rome, all the streets leading 
to the Piazza di Spagna are 
lined with the shops of these 
Mosaicisti.2 

The subjects of micromosaics were 
often the same as other eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century souvenirs 
including vistas of the city and 
representations of both ancient 

and Renaissance works of art 
and monuments.3 Micromosaics 
decorated a wide scope of objects 
from brooches to tables, snuffboxes 
to paperweights, boxes to 
chimneypieces. The micromosaic 
was an object of paradoxes: it 
was embraced both for its easy 
reproducibility as small souvenirs 
and its status as fine art in larger 
compositions imitating paintings; it 
was a commonly reproduced motif 
and a unique, masterful design; 
it was sought after mostly by the 
English upper middle class who 
visited Rome and by international 
royalty and elite patrons; it was a 
miniature in its materiality but not 
always miniature in its composition 
size.4 The versatility of micromosaics 
is one thing that sets them apart from 
other souvenirs as they could offer 
a range of sizes, decorate a range 
of objects, and cater to a range of 
buyers’ pockets in a way few other 
souvenirs could.5 This essay will 
investigate one ancient Roman 
motif found on micromosaics—the 
Doves of Pliny—as an entry point to 
understanding how an artwork that 
is replicated serially on souvenirs 
can reveal the collectively shaped 
perceptions of tourists.

https://doi.org/10.60649/q3b1-8a10
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While this article will focus on the 
micromosaic, travelers to Italy 
brought back numerous types of 
souvenirs. What constitutes a Grand 
Tour souvenir exceeds the confines 
of Nelson Graburn’s description of 
souvenirs as cheap, portable, and 
understandable. It also exceeds 
David Hume’s reworking of Susan 
Stewart’s categories of the sampled, 
the representative, and the crafted 
souvenir.6 There are obvious 
souvenirs like fans, miniature 
bronzes, gems, micromosaics, 
cork models, porcelain, and prints. 
There are also those less obvious: 
like the replica loggia of Raphael, 
produced for Catherine the Great, 

that Antonio Pinelli includes in his 
essay on Grand Tour souvenirs, or 
the oil paintings and watercolors 
included by Ilaria Bignamini and 
Andrew Wilton, in their catalog of 
Grand Tour objects.7 Most useful 
prove the general guidelines offered 
by art historian Sarah Benson who 
suggests that souvenirs “shared [a] 
set of characteristics inherent to 
their media and representational 
conventions and to their use by those 
who purchased and contemplated 
them.”8 These objects that Grand 
Tourists brought back with 
them served as markers of their 
experiences, their education, and 
their refinement. 

Such souvenirs of eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Rome 
as micromosaics represent a rich 
avenue for exploring the reception 
of specific ancient objects, as 
determined by the collective body 
of travelers who came to Italy.9 
Micromosaics are understood 
primarily through catalogs, 
which typically detail methods of 
production, technological advances, 

Figure 1. Doves of Pliny Mosaic from Hadrian’s 
Villa in Tivoli. Second century CE mosaic after 
second century BCE mosaic by Sosus of 
Pergamon. 85 x 98 cm. Capitoline Museums 
(MC0402). Copyright Sopraintendenza di Roma 
Capitale - Foto in Comune.
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general subjects depicted, style 
and dating, and the names of 
artists.10 However, technological 
developments and production 
structures of micromosaic making 
are not a primary consideration 
of this essay. Instead, I explore 
how micromosaics can signify the 
collectively determined reception 
of an ancient object, a topic that is 
underrepresented in the existing 
scholarship on micromosaics.11 

In the case of this artistic medium, 
the collective body in question 
consists of English-speaking 
travelers who flocked to Italy 
becoming the primary occupants 
of the Piazza di Spagna quarter, 
where micromosaic vendors densely 
clustered. These mostly British 
and American travelers were the 
largest consumers of such objects, 
and  typically selected from serially 
produced versions, whereas unique 
compositions served the domain 
of the elite and/or royalty, who 
commissioned larger compositions 
more akin to paintings. Tourist 
scholar Dean MacCannell’s 
discussion of touristic experience—
with its associated memories 
and souvenirs, revolving around 
participation in collective “ritual,” 
while reinforcing a collective 
identity—will serve as this study’s 
framework for understanding 
the collectively shaped social 
reception of the Doves of Pliny on 
micromosaics.12 Anthropologist and 
art historian Christopher Steiner 
suggests that, rather than seeing 
the seriality of souvenirs as an 
inauthentic signifier, their seriality 
can be seen as a commanding 
authority through its repetition.13 In 
turn, I propose that modifications 
serially reproduced on micromosaics 
of the Doves of Pliny reinforced 

Grand Tourists’ aggregate beliefs 
about that ancient artwork.

An examination of one prolific 
iconographic theme on 
micromosaics, the second-century 
CE Doves of Pliny mosaic from 
Hadrian’s Villa, in conjunction with 
the words of tourists recorded in 
travelogues, will demonstrate how 
variants of even the most widely 
reproduced of souvenirs can be 
used to understand the mentalities 
of travelers and their reception of 
a Roman artwork. The Doves of 
Pliny is a Roman mosaic depicting 
three doves perched on and drinking 
from a cup (fig. 1). Following its 
eighteenth-century discovery at 
Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli, it was 
widely attributed to the famous 
2nd century bc Greek artist Sosus 
of Pergamon whose artwork was 
recorded by Roman author Pliny 
the Elder (ad 23/24-79). This essay 
considers the ways in which this 
Roman mosaic fueled and shaped 
the micromosaic industry. A closer 
look at modifications of Doves of 
Pliny iconography, as represented 
on micromosaics, reveals how the 
industry responded to eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century tourist 
perceptions of the ancient mosaic, 
and in the process, materializing 
an understanding of the ancient 
artwork shaped by the collective of 
its consumers.

Early Micromosaic Production 
and Impact of Discovering the 
Doves of Pliny

In the late eighteenth century, 
souvenir micromosaics originated 
as an entirely distinct but related 
venture from the Studio del Mosaico 
Vaticano, in the Reverenda Fabbrica 

di San Pietro in Rome. They were 
propelled to further popularity by 
eighteenth-century archaeological 
discoveries. The Studio Vaticano 
began in 1586, gaining momentum 
under the reign of Pope Urban 
VIII, who suggested replacing the 
deteriorating painted altarpieces 
of St. Peter’s with more enduring 
copies in mosaic.14 The studio took 
its modern form of organization in 
1727, under Pope Benedict XIII. As 
mosaicists working at the studio 
became aggrieved by a longtime 
record of inadequate compensation, 
they sought to supplement their 
income by opening private workshops 
outside the Vatican, peddling 
micromosaics as souvenirs to 
tourists. In 1775, Giacomo Raffaelli 
held the first recorded exhibit of 
micromosaics in his private studio.15 

While private studios were an entirely 
separate undertaking from the Studio 
Vaticano, they often shared the same 
mosaicists and, at times, materials.16 

Further fueling the zeal for modern 
micromosaic-making was the 
discovery of the Doves of Pliny 
mosaic. Monsignor (later, Cardinal) 
Alessandro Furietti excavated the 
renowned work at Hadrian’s Villa 
in Tivoli, just outside of Rome, in 
1737. The mosaic remained in the 
residence of Furietti until his death, 
after which it was sold in 1765 
to Pope Clement XIII, who later 
donated his complete collections 
for display in the Museo Capitolino. 
In 1752, Cardinal Furietti published 
De Musivis ad SS Patrem Benedictum 
XIV, a book on the history of mosaics 
that garnered a wide readership 
and featured text and an engraving 
documenting the Doves of Pliny 
mosaic.17 Through antiquarian 
publications and engravings, the 
news of the Doves of Pliny spread.18 
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The mosaic was on display and 
accessible to guests of Furietti as 
early as 1739, such as when the 
Marchese Scipione Maffei came 
to Furietti’s residence to see the 
excavated finds.19 Archaeologist 
Carlo Fea’s description of the mosaic 
mentioned that it could be seen 
either at the Museo Capitolino or, 
earlier, at the house of Furietti, 
implying that there were frequent 
visitors to the work while in Furietti’s 
possession.20 Naturally, the mosaic 
found a much wider audience 
once it was installed at the Museo 
Capitolino in 1765. 

The wealth of information 
disseminated about the mosaic was 
augmented by a clear relationship to 
surviving ancient literature. When 
Furietti published his discovered 
mosaic, he connected it to a mosaic 
that the ancient Roman naturalist and 
philosopher Pliny the Elder described 
in his Natural History. During the 
eighteenth century, there was a 
deep yearning to connect artwork 
to surviving literary records.21 This 
impulse continued throughout the 
nineteenth century, and travelers 
frequently connected surviving 
artworks with ancient literature, 
often citing Pliny in particular.22 The 
mosaic discovered by Furietti came 
to be called, most often, the Doves 
of Pliny, named for the description in 
Pliny’s text that bears connections to 
the mosaic.

 In his account, Pliny discussed the 
famous Pergamene artist Sosus, who 
made a mosaic depicting “a dove 
also, greatly admired, in the act of 
drinking, and throwing the shadow 
of its head upon the water; while 
other birds are to be seen sunning 
and pluming themselves, on the 
margin of a drinking-bowl.”23  Tourist 

accounts emphasize the importance 
of the mosaic from Hadrian’s Villa 
and its connection to Pliny, often 
recounting Pliny’s description in 
full.24 British traveler George Head 
wrote of the undeniable connection: 
“[The Doves of Pliny mosaic] cannot 
fail to be recognized in a brief but 
peculiarly graphic description of 
Pliny.”25 It is clear that the popularity 
of the mosaic discovered in the 
eighteenth century was heightened 
by the striking similarities to the 
ancient textual record, increasing the 
authenticity of the mosaic as part of 
the material culture of antiquity. 

The Doves of Pliny mosaic 
reinvigorated excitement about 
the craftsmanship level of ancient 
mosaics. While other mosaics 
garnered attention in the eighteenth 
century—such as the Nilotic scene 
from Palestrina on which Jean-Jacques 
Barthélemy and others published—
the discovery of the Doves of Pliny 
mosaic marked a turning point 
because of its minute tesserae. With 
about 150 tesserae per square inch, 
the Doves of Pliny mosaic exceeded 
the tesserae-per-square-inch ratio in 
previously found mosaics.26 Tourists 
routinely praised the minute tesserae 
of the Doves of Pliny in their travel 
narratives. Antiquarian J. Salmon 
noted that it was “composed of stones 
so small as to be fearce discernible, 
or the whole distinguished from the 
most delicate painting.”27 Adelaide 
Harrington, an American woman 
who traveled Europe, wrote that 
“the workmanship is so fine that 
one hundred and fifty stones can 
be counted in the space of a square 
inch.”28 The travelers’ accounts 
demonstrated that in addition to the 
high level of skill needed to execute a 
mosaic with such small tesserae, the 
painting-like result of the tesserae 

was valued.29 Therefore, the small 
and dense tesserae of the ancient 
mosaic spurred to popularity the 
burgeoning art of the modern 
micromosaic, which used tesserae on 
an even smaller scale than the Doves 
of Pliny mosaic. 

Following the ancient mosaic’s 
discovery, souvenirs depicting the 
Doves of Pliny proliferated in a range 
of media. The mosaic was 
reproduced on cameos,30 pietre dure 
[or pietra dura],31 fans,32 sculptures,33 
and gems.34 The subject, however, 
most frequently appeared on 
micromosaics, likely due to its 
shared medium of mosaic (fig. 2). 
The strong presence of and demand 
for these micromosaics is 
demonstrated by the nineteenth-
century American tourist William 
Gillespie, who recalled “the Mosaic 
of Pliny’s doves, copied in miniature 
on half the breast-pins that you see.”35 
In addition to brooches, the Doves of 
Pliny appeared on nearly every type 
of surface that micromosaics could 
decorate, from mosaic pictures to 
plaques to tables to paperweights. 

The connection between 
micromosaics and the ancient 
Doves of Pliny mosaic is borne out 
by travelers’ accounts frequently 
referencing micromosaic copies 
in their discussions of the Museo 
Capitolino mosaic from Hadrian’s 
Villa. In one case, an anonymous 
tourist brought home “a small 
modern copy of this very subject 
[the Doves of Pliny], certainly far 
better executed.”36 In another, 
George Hilliard recalled how “this 
graceful composition [the Doves of 
Pliny] is still popular, and constantly 
repeated by the mosaic workers of 
Rome, in diminished proportions.”37 
Clearly, the demand of micromosaic 
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representations of the Doves of 
Pliny by travelers to Rome spurred 
the market for the medium. 
Convergence of the new discoveries 
at Hadrian’s Villa, the rise of finely 
crafted micromosaic souvenirs, 
and travelers’ excitement over 
connections between the ancient 
mosaic and a contemporaneous 
account demonstrate the 
interconnectedness of Roman 
antiquity and the modern production 
of micromosaics. 

Modifications Spurred on by 
Pliny the Elder’s Description

Micromosaicists were especially in 
tune with how visitors received the 
ancient Doves of Pliny mosaic, 
modifying their compositions to 
mirror tourist mentalities. The most 
striking modifications favored 
elements from Pliny’s description 
despite the details of the actual 
mosaic discovered at Hadrian’s Villa. 
Consider these modifications as 

useful tools for shedding light on the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
visitors’ experience of the Doves of 
Pliny mosaic from Hadrian’s Villa. 
Adjustments made by eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century mosaicists 

Figure 2. Micromosaic brooch of Doves of Pliny 
by Giacomo Raffaelli. 1779. 5.6 cm d. © The 
Trustees of the British Museum (1990,0710.1). 
Shared under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial- ShareAlike 4.0 International 
(CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license. 
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also demonstrate how the actuality of 
the ancient mosaic was intertwined 
with the mosaicists’ long-standing 
knowledge of Pliny’s description. 

However closely aligned the mosaic 
from Hadrian’s Villa with Pliny’s 
description, it offers no shadow. Pliny 
stated that one of the birds “throw[s] 
the shadow of its head upon the 
water,” but such an effect cannot be 
seen in the mosaic Furietti uncovered 
in 1737. Some tourists accepted, with 
no hesitation, the idea that this mosaic 
was the one about which Pliny wrote. 
In 1845, William Gillespie wrote, “It is 
beyond doubt the identical work 
described by Pliny.”38 Other travel 
accounts, however, disputed whether 
the Doves of Pliny mosaic was in fact 
the exact one discussed by Pliny. 
Despite Scottish traveler Joseph 
Forsyth’s doubts that the mosaic was 
the same as the one described by Pliny, 
it was “still regarded here as the 

original of Sosus. If it really is that 
original.39 An anonymous traveler also 
speculated that “this one in question is 
more probably an antique and valuable 
copy than the original.”40 There was no 
accord on the issue, as British 
theologian Edward Burton described it 
in 1828: 

This mosaic has excited 
considerable controversy. 
Pliny, where he is mentioning 
the perfection to which the art 
of mosaic had been carried, 
describes a specimen of it, 
as being peculiarly excellent, 
which bears some resemblance 
to this. Many, however, do not 
allow it to be the same; and 
certainly the resemblance is not 
sufficient to convince.41

The wealth of travelers’ accounts 
speculating on whether the mosaic 
from Hadrian’s Villa was the exact 

one discussed by Pliny or simply a 
copy, and the lack of their consensus 
on the matter at any given date, 
suggests that this was a continual 
issue throughout the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

Most early micromosaics, especially 
those of noted micromosaicist 
Giacomo Raffaelli, do not depict  
any sort of shadow, corresponding 
with the mosaic at Hadrian’s Villa 
(see fig. 2).42 By the early nineteenth 
century, however, micromosaicists 
introduced what looked like the 
shadow of the drinking bird’s face 
into their compositions, which 
directly parallels visitors’ desires to 
connect the mosaic to the one 

Figure 3. Micromosaic box of Doves of  
Pliny with bird’s reflection in the water and  
vivid colors. Circa 1830. 2.3 x 8.4 cm.  
Copyright Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
(M.92-1969). 
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described by Pliny (fig. 3).43 In 
actuality, the “shadow” produced by 
the micromosaicists was typically a 
reflection of the bird’s face, but it also 
served as a clear reference to Pliny’s 
passage. This very deliberate act of 
displaying the bird’s “shadow” in the 
water addressed the inconsistencies 
between Pliny’s account and the 
actual ancient mosaic, giving tourists 
the idealistic version of Pliny that  
the material culture of antiquity itself 
did not provide. Furthermore, 
micromosaicists strove to remain 
competitive on the souvenir market, 
through the innovation of including 
the drinking bird’s “shadow,”  
which certainly distinguished 
micromosaics from the sea of other 
souvenirs without this modification.44  

In some mediums, such as gems, 

artists had a more difficult time 
presenting this modification without 
color.45 The addition of the “shadow” 
suggests that Pliny’s account proved 
more influential than the actual 
mosaic uncovered at Hadrian’s Villa. 

Another alteration to the Doves of 
Pliny micromosaics likewise reflects 
tourists’ reception of the ancient 
mosaic found at Hadrian’s Villa. 
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth 
century, certain micromosaic 
plaques display feathers resting on 
the pedestal that supports the vessel, 
presumably feathers that have just 
fallen while the bird preened itself 
(fig. 4).46 In some instances, there 
are also round, seed-like objects in 
addition to feathers. The dimensions 
of these micromosaic plaques 

are close to those of the ancient 
mosaic from Hadrian’s Villa, so the 
composition itself is not miniature, 
only the tesserae. With the inclusion 
of feathers and seeds, the attention to 
realism and illusion is striking. I would 
suggest that the addition of these 
fallen items relates to Sosus’ asarotos 
oecus or “unswept-floor” mosaic, the 
famed mosaic Pliny documented in 
the same passage, alongside the dove 
mosaic (fig. 5). Pliny’s documentation 
of both mosaics, praised their 
illusionistic qualities, essentially 
linking them in tourists’ minds. 

Figure 4. Micromosaic plaque of Doves of Pliny 
with feather and seeds. Circa 1850. 39.5 x 51 
cm. Private collection. Photograph Courtesy of 
Sotheby’s, 2023 (“Sotheby’s Lot 169,” auction 
date April 20, 2007). 
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In 1833, a mosaic matching Pliny’s 
asarotos oecus description was 
discovered in the Vigna Lupi on the 
Aventine Hill and then displayed at 
the pontifical museums.47 The newly 

discovered asarotos oecus mosaic 
was missing its central emblem 
due to the construction of a later 
wall. Many accounts contemporary 
with its discovery concluded that 
the Doves of Pliny mosaic from 
Hadrian’s Villa originally belonged 

in this missing space, thus further 
binding the two discovered mosaics 
and Pliny’s account.48 In the initial 
1833 announcement of the discovery 
of the asarotos oecus mosaic in 

the Bullettino dell’Instituto di 
Corrispondenza Archeologica, Bunsen 
wrote:

We must look in the center of 
the mosaic to have physical 
proof that the exact copy of 

that famous work by Sosus was 
preserved on this floor; where 
the Capitoline doves should 
still be found, if they really are 
the faithful copy taken from the 
same original.49 

Figure 5. Asarotos oecus mosaic by Sosus of 
Pergamon. Photo copyright © Governorate of 
the Vatican City State-Directorate of the Vatican 
Museums (inv. 10132).
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The London Morning Post also 
included a reference to the Doves of 
Pliny in their announcement of the 
1833 discovery of the asarotos oecus 
mosaic: “Pliny states that two doves 
on a vase were represented on the 
mosaic, but this part of the work has 
been damaged by the construction 
of a wall near the place where it was 
deposited.”50 Both of these accounts 
associated the Doves of Pliny with 
the asarotos oecus mosaic. In much 
the same way that multiple accounts 
verbally reconstructed the mosaics 
together, so too were they visually 
brought together. Such was the case 
when, in 1851, the Ospizio Apostolico 
di San Michele made a tapestry  
that depicted the Doves of Pliny 
mosaic surrounded by the asarotos 
oecus mosaic.51

Given the deeply ingrained 
connections between the two 
mosaics of Sosus, I propose that the 
appearance of seeds and feathers 
in the mid-nineteenth century 
correlates with the 1833 discovery 
of, and ensuing excitement over, 
the illusionistic qualities of the 
asarotos oecus mosaic, matching 
Pliny’s description.52 In this way, the 
two mosaics of Sosus provided the 
tourist not only with a more complete 
experience of Sosus but also with a 
chance to showcase their knowledge 
of Pliny’s account. 

Modifications for Modern 
Sensibilities of Superiority

In addition to the modifications 
based on Pliny’s text, some 
micromosaics deviated from the 
ancient Doves of Pliny mosaic 
from Hadrian’s Villa to align 
themselves more closely with the 
modern sensibilities of travelers. 
Changes from the original color 

in the later nineteenth century 
proved a significant modification of 
micromosaics of the doves.53 Early 
micromosaics were more faithful 
to the ancient Doves of Pliny from 
Hadrian’s Villa and were restrained 
in palette, using only browns, beiges, 
and white to represent the birds, 
as seen in the works of Giacomo 
Raffaelli. In later nineteenth-century 
representations, however, the colors 
of the doves drastically differ from 
one micromosaic to another. The 
colors chosen are significantly 
brighter and include the use of blue 
and purple tones (see fig. 3). In part, 
this change in coloration of the 
doves was inspired by technological 
advances that provided an ever-
increasing number of colors to 
micromosaicists over the course of 
the nineteenth century.54 That does 
not fully explain, however, why 
micromosaicists chose to use such 
a variety of colors.55 The different 
gradations of color appealed to the 
aesthetics of tourists, especially 
since they praised the coloring and 
modeling of the ancient Doves 
of Pliny mosaic on display in the 
Museo Capitolino. William Gillespie 
wrote of the mosaic in the museum 
that “the colors are very sober and 
harmonious.”56 In a magazine article 
about birds in art, Julien Armstrong 
wrote, “the soft coloring and the 
remarkable skill with which the 
glancing lights and shadows on the 
plumage have been depicted by the 
artist makes this mosaic well worthy 
of its great reputation.”57

When discussing the Doves of Pliny 
mosaic, travelers often noted how, 
despite the excellence of ancient 
craftsmanship, modern mosaicists 
exceeded even the standards set 
by admired ancient artists such as 
Sosus. Joseph Forsyth observed:

I have mentioned that the 
ancients used Mosaics, but it 
is to be remembered that they 
had not the art of making and 
staining stone; they used only 
natural marble, &c. which 
did not furnish them with the 
same quantity of shades the 
moderns are possessed of, and, 
consequently, their colouring 
was less perfect. . . . [The] 
ancients are now excelled in the 
art of tessellation [by us].58 

Irish traveler Jane Waldie recalled 
how “[the art of mosaic] is probably 
carried to greater perfection in the 
modern than in the ancient world… 
[Ancient mosaics] are certainly very 
inferior to the productions of the 
present day.”59 The Reverend George 
Evans wrote similarly, that “if this 
of the Capitol be really the original 
mentioned by Pliny, his admiration 
of the work only shews how greatly 
the ancients are now excelled in the 
art of tessellation.”60 

These accounts, and many others, 
underscore how prevalent was 
the idea of the superiority of 
modern mosaic-making over the 
ancient mosaic of the Doves of 
Pliny, trumpeting the ability of the 
nineteenth century to triumph in 
the replication of antiquity. This 
competitive attitude corresponds 
with nineteenth-century national 
fairs and the introduction of 
world fairs, like the Crystal 
Palace Exhibition in 1851, where 
micromosaics were on display and 
won prizes.61 It was at exhibitions 
like this that highly crafted skill 
and technological advances, like 
the ones the travelers praised, 
were put on display to champion 
the accomplishments of nations. 
Therefore, in addition to mirroring 
technological developments, the 
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choice to augment coloring and 
modeling in the micromosaics chiefly 
reflected tourists’ interest in the 
superiority of contemporary mosaic-
making over the ancient practice.

Especially interesting in relation 
to this idea of modern superiority 
are the Studio Vaticano’s views 
on mosaics. They boasted of their 
technological advances in color over 
the ancient Romans in a document 
dating to the nineteenth century 
under Pope Pius VII: 

While it is true that the ancient 
Romans laid the foundation of 
this art [mosaic], they didn’t 
perfect it as modern artists have, 
who went so far as to create new 
materials similar to those used in 
antiquity. With these materials, 
they would elevate their craft 
to create a close copy of the 
painting. Indeed, if one had to 
judge based off of what remains 
of their monuments, it could be 
said that Romans limited their 
use of mosaics to their floors; 
and the famous doves so highly 
praised by Pliny. Yet now, we 
have reason to believe that [the 
Ancient Roman mosaics] are 
far from the virtues of modern 
advancements that can now be 
admired in Rome. One of the 
reasons of this limitation was 
certainly because of the restricted 
availability of pigments, used 
to color the stones, with which 
Ancient Romans realized 
such works. Whereas, modern 
artisans, with the knowledge 
of chemistry, sought out, and 
happily succeeded in creating 
varnishes in great abundance, 
with many variances of color that 
were necessary to imitate the 
most difficult combinations of 
paint in ancient works.62 

This passage explains how the 
ancient mosaic from Hadrian’s Villa, 
while admirable for the time, was 
far removed from contemporary 
technological advances in color. It 
parallels the same type of thought 
seen in tourist accounts evoking the 
Doves of Pliny in their comparison 
of ancient and modern mosaics.63 
Therefore, the superiority of 
contemporary over ancient mosaics 
culminated in the materiality of 
modified micromosaics of the 
Doves of Pliny connecting direct 
representations of the ancient 
mosaic with the desired experience 
of the tourist. Micromosaics were 
unique in offering this modification; 
such other souvenirs as cameos 
and gems could not, and a medium 
like pietra dura did not. By using 
the same marble stones as ancient 
mosaic, pietra dura was just as 
limiting as the outdated technology 
of “the Romans [who] chiefly used 
coloured marbles, or natural stones, 
in their mosaics.” It typically used a 
variety of earth tones or all white to 
color the doves.64

Micromosaic souvenirs of the 
Doves of Pliny also demonstrated 
superiority because of the ways 
in which their miniature tesserae 
exceeded the minuteness of even 
ancient tesserae. Contemporary 
scholar of mosaics Gaetano Moroni 
wrote how superior modern 
micromosaic craftsmanship was for 
miniaturizing the Doves of Pliny: 

Through similar discoveries, a 
knowledge of the superiority of 
materials used in the making of 
modern mosaics has emerged. 
Such methods were surely 
unknown by ancient artisans, 
for which one could presume 
that the art form has finally 
reached its peak perfection. 

Evidence of this can be seen in 
what has come to be known as 
the Cup of the Doves, illustrated 
by Pliny, and more particularly 
by the commentary of His 
Excellency Cardinal Furietti, 
stating emphatically that within 
one square inch of the mosaic, 
now residing in Campidoglio, 
163 pebbles can be counted, 
whereas today, the same cup can 
be made with the same design, 
minus four less birds in the  
same square inch.65 

Here, Moroni emphasized how 
contemporary micromosaicists 
surpassed Sosus’ work that had 163 
tesserae per square inch by fitting the 
entire cup of the composition into a 
single square inch. 

Tourists also took note of the 
minute contemporary tesserae, and 
micromosaicists capitalized on a 
market fascinated by the miniature. 
For example, in 1820, Jane Waldie 
wrote, “The art [of mosaic] is now 
practiced much more minutely 
[than the Doves of Pliny mosaic]; 
and is so admirably executed, 
that it frequently requires the best 
sight to discover the joinings of the 
pieces.”66 The souvenir, Waldie 
expounded, was a miniature of a 
miniature, which held such appeal 
because it operated in another 
world. As Susan Stewart argues 
in an influential study, there is 
no miniature in nature, and it is 
therefore miniaturization that can 
offer the purchaser an alternative 
time outside of the historical, lived 
time in the natural world. Steeped 
in nostalgia, the miniature could 
manipulate lived experiences.67 This 
ability to create an alternative time, 
where experiences are warped by 
nostalgia, corresponds well with a 
souvenir that, like the micromosaic, 
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was meant to memorialize and 
rewrite past experiences. I would 
argue that the Doves of Pliny was 
detached from historical time in 
the mind of the tourist. As shown in 
previously quoted tourist excerpts, 
accounts often jump between past 
and present through simultaneous 
discussions of ancient mosaics and 
contemporary micromosaics. For 
example, Waldie references ancient 
mosaic practice while discussing 
modern micromosaic-making at 
the Vatican: “Mosaic is, as I suppose 
every one knows, a revived art.”68 
Miniatures can create romantic 
histories that tie a contemporary 
practice, like micromosaic, to a 
historic one, like ancient Roman 
mosaics. The miniature materiality 
of the Doves of Pliny micromosaics 
offered travelers an alternative space 
in which nostalgia could rewrite the 
memories of their experiences. 

Conclusions

Alterations made to the Doves of 
Pliny micromosaics were largely 
unique to that medium and were 
not regularly pictured on other 
souvenirs replicating the Doves 
of Pliny. The reason for this is the 
materiality of micromosaics, whose 
minute tesserae not only mimicked 
the marble mosaic from Hadrian’s 
Villa but also had the ability to 
surpass it and offer advantages 
that other mediums could not. 
However, the Doves of Pliny was 
not the only ancient object to be 
subjected to the modifications that 
the collective body of travelers to 
Italy desired in souvenir format. In 
representations of the Parthenon, 
for example, micromosaics, fans, 
and prints often removed the much-
detested campanili added under 

Pope Urban VIII, well before their 
actual removal in 1883.69 Visitors 
despised these campanili, including 
American George Hillard, who 
recalled: “He [Urban VIII] shares 
with Bernini the reproach of having 
added those hideous belfries which 
now rise above each end of the 
vestibule; as wanton and unprovoked 
an offense against good taste as 
ever committed.”70 Furthermore, 
micromosaics, porcelain, fans, and 
gems all modify the original indoor 
setting of the ancient wall painting 
of the Seller of Cupids to an outdoor 
backdrop.71 This change from a 
private, indoor scene to a public, 
outdoor one helped deemphasize 
erotic aspects of the wall painting. 
Additionally, micromosaics adopted 
a landscape suggestive of the Bay 
of Naples environment, connecting 
the painting to the environment in 
which it was found. While souvenirs 
may be serially-produced objects, 
they offer useful variations that can 
shed light on how tourists received 
specific ancient artworks and should 
be investigated for such possibilities.

A careful examination of the Doves 
of Pliny micromosaics demonstrates 
how souvenirs were adapted over 
time to correspond with tourists’ 
collectively shaped reception of the 
ancient mosaic found at Hadrian’s 
Villa. Tourists wanted a memento 
that reflected the literary record of 
Pliny the Elder—as evidenced by the 
addition of the dove’s shadow in the 
early nineteenth century, and the 
inclusion of seeds and feathers in  
the mid-nineteenth. They insisted  
on the superiority of modern mosaic-
making over the already exquisite 
skills of the ancients, and this is 
borne out in the alteration of color 
from the Doves of Pliny mosaic  
to the later nineteenth century 

versions and in the ever-more  
minute tesserae. 

Travelers could then take the 
souvenirs home, allowing for touch-
activated memories that improved 
upon and translated the tourists’ 
experience of seeing the Doves of 
Pliny in the Museo Capitolino in 
Rome. One can imagine a tourist 
returning home in the nineteenth 
century, sporting a brooch of the 
Doves of Pliny, and recounting to all 
admirers her in-person experience 
of seeing the minute tesserae of 
the vibrantly colored mosaic while 
confirming how it accorded with 
classical literature, the domain 
of learning in her world. The 
travelogues and material culture 
surrounding the Doves of Pliny 
demonstrate how intricately the 
ancient mosaic and its micromosaic 
adaptations were related; neither 
could exist without the other. The 
desires of tourists for the Doves 
of Pliny mosaic from Hadrian’s 
Villa materialized in micromosaic 
variations that ultimately augmented 
the ancient mosaic. The case of the 
micromosaic representation of the 
Doves of Pliny serves as an example 
of how souvenirs might be used to 
better understand the contemporary 
reception of ancient artworks.  
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