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The ancient and medieval wall mosaics that have reached us are relatively few, most 
already identified, and only visible from a distance on the monuments they were meant 
to decorate. Some of them also appear in collections and museums, and a few, 
especially those without a certifiable provenance, have proven to be fakes. To the 
trained eye, the differences between originals and fakes are clear and seldom 
ambiguous. Unfortunately, the trained eye is a rare commodity nowadays, even among 
professionals. Often, to distinguish between fakes and originals, curators seek 
reassurance from restorers, who understand “materials” and can, for example, analyze 
and presumably date glass mosaic cubes (a methodological fallacy, because the 
composition of glass itself is a matter of multiple elements, of which very few have 
chronological value).  
 
One example should suffice: the mosaic head discovered at Talygarn in Wales (Fig. 1) 
in 1986, now in the Lauder Collection in New York. It represents a bearded, middle 
aged man, set against a golden ground and framed in an oval medallion. The head sold 
at auction at Sotheby’s in 1987 after being correctly connected with the Torcello west 
wall mosaic of the Last Judgment by Robin Cormack.1 
 
Cormack’s identification with one of the Apostles of the west wall was possible because 
of the abundantly illustrated report published following the first Corpus campaign in 
1975 at Torcello: the report included pictures of the apostles, some published here for 
the first time (e.g., the head in position A12, a nineteenth-century copy of the Talygarn 
original).2 
 
Still, Cormack’s attribution of the head was wrong on all levels other than its 
provenance: iconographical identification (with Thomas/Philip, rather than with James 
the Less/Bartholomew), dating (the mosaic shows three periods:  the original eleventh-
century, a twelfth century repair and a nineteenth-century one, see my chart, fig. 2, not 
understood by Cormack) and the history of its repairs (attribution to Moro rather than to 
the Salviati team, twenty years later).3 
  
The Corpus for Wall Mosaics in the north Adriatic Area (of which only the Torcello 
fascicle has been completed after the defection of Dumbarton Oaks from its 
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obligations)4  is the methodological instrument  that should be used to assess the 
production of wall mosaics in the Veneto and elsewhere. For the numerous gains in 
information derived from the Corpus, I refer the reader to several recently  published 
articles.5 
 
Scholars should resist the outdated practice of issuing “stylistic” judgments without 
closely examining the artifacts in context. Suggestions based on a superficial 
knowledge of these artifacts are almost always wrong and lead even today to damaging 
conclusions.6 
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Figure 1.  Mosaic head discovered at 
Talygarn in Wales  
Lauder Collection, New York. 

 
Figure 2.  Diagram of Restorations 

 
 


