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Mosaics: Overview & History

Mosaics are an art form in which murals are made using tiny 
tiles or pieces of paper cut in geometric shapes to create a 
picture. Mosaics are Persian in origin and are seen today all 
over the world. It is an ADDITIVE MEDIUM - one piece follows 
another - and has been used at least since the fourth 
millennium BC to decorate and express the needs and feelings 
of people, both publicly and domestically.



Ancient Babylon
Over five thousand years ago in present day Iraq at 
Uraq/Warka, an ancient Sumerian city, colored clay cone 
shaped bullets were pressed into wet plaster mud to 
strengthen and decorate the walls of their great temples.



Ancient Greece
Pebble mosaics 
with mythological 
themes date to 
the fifth century 
BC, while more 
sophisticated 
designs inspired 
the use of 
smaller and 
smaller pebbles, 
eventually led to 
cutting and 
shaping stones 
or marble.  



Roman Mosaics By the 1st century AD, 
mosaics were being used 
to decorate the floors 
and walls of  homes, 
public buildings and 
baths. They made 
borders that surrounded 
a center mosaic called 
an "emblemata".



 Byzantine Mosaics
From the fourth 
through the 
fourteenth centuries, 
Christianity moved 
the mosaics to the 
ceiling and used 
glass instead of 
marble to create 
glowing color.



Mexico, Spain & Other Cultures
An icon of Mexican (Aztec) art, 
this  was probably worn during 
ceremonies as a pectoral (an 
ornament worn on the chest).

Trencadis is a Spanish word for a type of mosaic in 
which shards from waste tiles are used to clad 
buildings, This is a picture of some benches in 
Barcelona by Antonio Gaudi.

http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/m/mosaic.html
http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/Sg.html#anchor1012168
http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/Tf.html#anchor244958
http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/Ci.html#anchor889244


Math Lessons Using Mosaics

Patterns
Here is a link to a video pattern lesson that illustrates the use 

of pattern in art and nature.
http://www.linkslearning.org/Kids/1_Math/2_Illustrated_Less

ons/5_Patterns/index.html
Lesson 1. We will show you the graph paper file in "paint", 

the printed graph using colors, and  mosaic shapes to 
manipulate into patterns, as options to introduce mosaic 

patterns. 

http://www.linkslearning.org/Kids/1_Math/2_Illustrated_Lessons/5_Patterns/index.html
http://www.linkslearning.org/Kids/1_Math/2_Illustrated_Lessons/5_Patterns/index.html


Examples
Paint program 



Craft sticks as mosaic shapes

construction paper mosaics



Mosaics & Fractions

Mosaics can aid in understanding fractional proportions and 
percentages.



Fraction Mosaic

Use scrap plywood, hard board, or heavy box lids. Help 
students measure and mark into fractional sections. Glue 
different textures (beans, rice, sand, macaroni, etc.) onto 
different sections to form a mosaic design.



100 Piece Mosaic

Create a mosaic using exactly 100 pieces. These could be 
seeds, different colored squares of construction paper,...
Then write the fractions and maybe percentages of each color 
or seed on the back to evaluate mathematically.



Mosaics & Symmetry 
There are four basic symmetries upon which art is based.

reflection symmetry: an image is reflected through a "mirror 
line".

Rotation symmetry: an image is repeated as it rotates 
around a center point. 4 times is a 90 degree and 8 times is 
a 45 degree rotation.



Translation Symmetry: repetition 
of a design along a line.

Glide Symmetry: a combination of reflection and 
line symmetry. Note that if there is a glide there is 
a translation but not the other way around.



Prior to learning about Tessellations, students should 
be able to recognize these four symmetries and 
attempt to use them in mosaics.



Fraction Designs

Use designs to help students see different fractions within the 
same figure. An extended activity would be creation of original 
designs, using fractional modules.

Website for sample fraction cards and pattern tests:

http://www.math4success.com/pdf/Level801.pdf

http://www.math4success.com/pdf/Level801.pdf


Visual Art Standard

Looking back at the historic images of mosaics, what kind of 
assumptions can you make about how these people lived?

What do you think they felt was important?

Now that you have made a mosaic, imagine what it might 
have been like to use traditional tools and materials to create 
the mosaics of the past?
Hardie and Hammer

VA:Re.7.1.6 a Identify and interpret works of art or 
design that reveal how people live around the world and 
what they value.
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pgsU3goyz4Y


Visual Art Standard VA:Cr2.1.6a 

Demonstrate openness in trying new ideas, materials, 
methods, and approaches in making works of art and design.

Discussion:
What did you find most challenging about creating your 
mosaic?
What would you do differently?
What would be another way that you could use this 
technique? (What else might you mosaic?)



Visual Art Standard VA:Cn11.1.6a Analyze how art reflects changing times, traditions, 

resources, and cultural uses. 

Here are some examples of some contemporary 
mosaics. What do modern mosaics tell us about how 
time, traditions, and materials have changed what is 
possible for today’s artists?


