
Roman Excess
by
Eyes Right 
Piazza Armerina, Sicily – Located far from today’s madding crowd, here in the hilly region of central Sicily, sits what some now consider to be the eighth wonder of the ancient world, the Roman Villa of Casale.  Although I have seen only a few of these “wonders” myself, it certainly appears to be on a par with each of the other seven:  the hanging gardens of Babylon, the statue of Zeus at Olympus, the forum at Alexandria, the mausoleum at Halicarnassus, the Colossus of Rhodes, the temple of Artemis at Ephesus, and the pyramids of Cheops at Giza. 
Of course, the villa is now a major tourist attraction, one of the “must-see” visits on most tours of Sicily.  It has a huge bus parking lot, and to enter and leave the villa you must pass through a lengthy gaggle of merchants hoping to sell you objects and memorabilia associated with the site.  Once a visitor climbs a rather steep hill, you quickly forget all of the merchandizing activities and begin to marvel at the scope and grandeur of an amazing complex.  Its official name is the “Imperial Villa of Casale at Piazza Armerina.”  
Interestingly, there are no records or sources which name the owner(s) of the villa.  What is known is that it was constructed sometime during the 4th century A.D., probably as a hunting lodge for a very powerful and very wealthy Roman.  It was saved from plunder by a massive landslide in the 12th century, and due to rather amazing (and still ongoing) excavations, we now have a good idea how the facility looked in its prime.  What immediately grabs your attention are the incredible mosaics.  They are everywhere, and have been preserved in amazingly good condition.  The floors of each room are covered with essentially countless small square tiles, some black, some white, some colored, to create dramatic images depicting life within the Roman empire at that time.  Others have  huge complex geometric and floral shapes.  
The villa is entered through triumphal arches and pillars similar to ones the Romans typically used to celebrate victories of their generals and emperors.  A central feature of most Roman complexes was rooms for baths (both hot and cold) and latrines (with running water).  The genius of Roman engineering is on full display here, as water is brought from the River Gelas via a one kilometer long aqueduct.  By the use of water towers, there were fountains and fresh water throughout the villa.  Even the changing rooms for the baths were lined with precious marbles, and the mosaics on the floors show scenes such as a youth sitting on a stool with a leopard skin while a servant is holding ornate robes with ornamental trimmings.  And we were not even inside yet!
One of the first interior rooms is a vestibule for the “domina” (lady of the house).  Here the mosaic is very detailed showing the domina wearing extravagant clothing with earrings and a necklace while leading two children (also in spectacular clothes) who are followed by two servants carrying their items.  

Tourists now pass through the interior of the villa on platforms above the rooms below so as not to harm the mosaics and painted walls.  Looking down on what is thought to be guest quarters, I saw an extremely detailed scene showing cupids (naked winged boys) fishing in a lake full of jumping fish in front of a large Roman villa complete with trees in the background.  The mosaics in the next room have multiple scenes showing in incredible colors a full day of hunting for small game, complete with hounds and the use of a net to capture deer and wild boar.  For me the most spectacular mosaics were in a 60 meter long colonnaded corridor featuring big game hunting throughout the broad expanse of the Roman Empire from northeastern Africa to India.  Panthers are captured in Africa after being tempted into a trap containing a disemboweled goat.  Another panel shows more exotic animals being loaded onto a ship.  A soldier is beating a slave to “encourage” him to work harder.  Elephants, hippos, a rhino, and even tigers are shown in different panels being captured and loaded through various means. 
As we approached the quarters of the owner of the villa we saw a mosaic floor showing 10 girls in bikinis involved in sporting events, such as long jump, discus, running, and some variant of handball.  The winners are receiving victory palms and a crown of roses.  Several other nearby rooms depict scenes from Greek mythology, such as Hercules, Daphne, Eros, Pan and Apollo – often in erotic detail.  The owner’s bedroom is decorated in a particularly erotic style.  Here the mosaics show the faces of at least eight women surrounding what can only be described as a pornographic scene with a naked woman engaged in an obvious sex act with a seated man.  Apparently Roman elites always had a full complement of concubines available for service on demand.  Our guide mentioned that scholars believe that one of the mosaics depicts the owner engaged in a game with friends with the winner getting first choice of the always available women.  
My overall awe of the architectural and artistic skills of whoever designed and oversaw the construction of the villa was tempered by the realization that it was built by not just engineers, but countless slaves.  It is estimated that 1 in 3 of the population of Italy at the time were slaves.  Most came from losers in battles or from pirates who routinely sold captives in slave markets.  For the Roman elites status was often equated with how many slaves you owned.  To run a complex such as the Villa of Casale, hundreds of slaves were necessary, not just to provide comfort for the owners, but to work the fields and perform construction.  Some of the slaves would periodically be granted freedom, and even citizenship, but were quickly replaced by new arrivals.  Before we condemn these Romans for their slave-holding lifestyle, are not most western economies now following a similar model by bringing in a continuous supply of cheap labor from other countries to perform tasks which we prefer not to do?   A path to citizenship for these individuals would seem to be the least we offer.  Maybe the Romans unwittingly have given us a model?
I thought you might like to know.
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