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M
osaics characterize many a culture’s 
rich decorative past; one only needs to 
witness the Byzantine inner splendor 
of Istanbul’s Aya Sophia or London’s 

Houses of Parliament to grasp the intricacy of 
this high art. Much of Barcelona is strewn in 
Gaudi’s obscure pieced-together patterns whilst 
the Middle East is rife with symmetrical Islamic 
intricate displays.  Like an equation, the human eye 
is drawn to a melee of colors and detail and the 
clever connection of parts that form a composition. 
However, with the dawn of contemporary minimalism 
and mass production, fine art and craftsmanship 
has been somewhat abandoned and replaced by 
the conceptual and its beckoning modern-day 
simplicity. Refreshingly, there survives a school of 
creative enthusiasts who champion the brilliance of 
handmade interior design pieces, and the talented 
Thomas Greenaway falls perfectly into this strand of 

art appreciation. 
Nestled amidst the gently sloping English 

countryside, in the picturesque village of Lois 
Weedon sits a studio home to an Englishman and his 
passion. Working away all day, every day, Greenaway 
has clearly found his niche; he is quite plainly a man 
with magpie eyes. An expert in Pietra Dura, the only 
one of his kind in the United Kingdom and one of few 
remaining worldwide, he has a penchant for semi-
precious stones. The art form as it exists nowadays, 
literally translated as “hard stones,” was derived from 
the Opus Sectile technique of the Roman world and 
its predecessors and is of Florentine origin. With 
the Byzantine influences before, the Renaissance 
Italians developed the technique of inlaying 
architectural features with multi-hued minerals, 
taking designs beyond previous confinements and 
presenting identifiable images within the works. The 
Mediterranean medium was thus coined as “painting 

Renowned mosaic artist Thomas Greenaway discusses the 
complex art of Pietra Dura.
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in stone.”  Relished by the powerful 
Medici name, Grand Duke Ferdinando 
I of Tuscany encouraged the skill by 
establishing the Galleria di’Lavori in 
1588, a base for the development of the 
trade. A flurry of table tops, cameos, wall 
panels, ceramics, fountains and more 
were all created with the interlocking 
of stones, carefully-carved to show 
movement and realism encased within 
the outline of a template. Today, Thomas 
is a 21st-century symbol of the longevity 
of Pietra Dura and its deeply-routed 
reputation as demand is prevalent 
among existing aficionados.

Having qualified from The Chippendale 
International School of Furniture, 
Greenaway completed several 
apprenticeships in Florence, the Paci 
Mosaici training being his longest 
period of focused study. Independently 
launching his own workshop overflowing 
with all the necessary equipment, he 
painstakingly embellishes commissioned 
paperweights, jewelry boxes, and 
framed panels – no challenge is 
unreachable. Restoration is also offered, 
a great relief for those owners of rare 
records representing Italy’s refined 
aesthetic history. A bespoke portfolio 
of objects showcasing delicate Lapis 
Lazuli posies set against a black marble 
backdrop and adventurine bodied 
frogs leaping into the wild identifies the 
charming and modest young man as 

being extremely gifted.  A frequenter 
of London’s Lapada, Earls Court, and 
the Bada antiques circuit, Greenaway 
continuously draws inspiration from 
time-treasured and exhibited examples 
of Pietra Dura, whilst traveling 
internationally to source high-quality 
materials.  To invest such energy into a 
role, one requires it to be not only a job 
but a passion. Appreciative of the value 
placed on ornamental accomplishment 
in a bygone era, Thomas has devoted 
his life to representing the human ability 

to use natural resources to impress and 
delight. 

What drew you to the interesting 
craft of Pietra Dura?
On a visit to Italy in 2004 with an 
organization called Art History Abroad, 
I came across the Opificio delle Pietre 
Dure in Via degli Alfani in Florence, a 
cultural heritage institute which had 
evolved from the Medici Workshops 
initially housed in the Uffizi and now 
contains an excellent collection of 
Florentine mosaics. At first glance they 
look like paintings, but upon closer 
inspection, one can see that the pictures 
are in fact made of many different pieces 
of colored stone. 

These pieces are carefully chosen 
for their gradual change in color and 
so cunningly fitted together that the 
joins between them were almost 
imperceptible. The still-lifes depicted 
on the tabletops also looked most 
realistic because of the incorporation of 
shadow in the design. Before the visit to 
Florence, I had completed a course at 
the Chippendale School of Furniture at 
Haddington, outside Edinburgh, where 
I had learnt a little about marquetry 
in wood. Having been inspired by the 
Pietra Dura I had seen in the Opificio, 
I realized I wanted to concentrate on 
this distinctive trade rather than join the 
masses working with wood. I was then 

Opposite: A stunning piece entitled “Morning Glory” uses Afghani lapis lazuli against black 
marble to create an image of illuminated floral splendor. Above left: Thomas’s framed Koi carp 
panel is one of his favorites. Above right: The fine designs make the carving process time 
consuming; concentration and a good eye are key components.

A bespoke portfolio of 
objects, showcasing 
delicate Lapis Lazuli 
posies set against 
a black marble 
backdrop and 
adventurine bodied 
frogs leaping into the 
wild, identifies the 
charming and modest 
young man as being 
extremely gifted.  
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accepted on a traditional workshop in 
Florence and have been learning the art 
ever since.

If you could design anything for 
your own home, what would it be?
I have actually started making a 
Monopoly board for our own use (but 
of course, our customers’ work always 
takes precedence); I have yet to finish 
it. I have always enjoyed playing this 
game and with all the different colors 
of the properties around the board it 
seemed a very suitable item for Pietra 
Dura. Interestingly amongst the most 
valuable stones I use are the deep blue 
of high-quality Lapis Lazuli which is ideal 
for “Mayfair” & “Park Lane” (the two 
most desirable properties on the board) 
and the green of Malachite which is the 
color for Bond Street, Oxford Street, 
and Regents Street (the second-most 
costly group of properties).  In addition 
to the Monopoly Board, I would love to 
have time to make a magnificent chest 
to display on our hall table to impress 
passing visitors.

Do you have a stone which 
particularly appeals to you?
I use a large number of rare marbles 
and semi-precious stones which come 
from all over the world. Labradorite 
is rather unusual because it appears 
to change color as you look at it from 
different angles, and is suitable for 
depicting dragonfly wings; my favorite 
stone is the one I have just selected 
because it has the shading and texture 
I require. Sometimes you can waste a 
lot of time trying to find the ideal piece 
of stone and it is always very satisfying 
when you know you have found just the 
piece you were searching for. 

Is there a piece which you are 
particularly proud of, something 
unique which you feel you invested 
a great deal of time in?
I am usually rather proud of each 
piece of work that I have recently 
completed. I made a plaque of a Koi 
fish that pleased me because it won an 
award at the Goldsmiths Company. It 
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contained an unusual piece of red and 
orange Jasper which worked very well 
for the body of the fish.

Do you gain a lot of satisfaction 
from your art?
I always find it satisfying – creating 
something which pleases the customer 
and which is unlike anything that others 
have achieved. It is nice to imagine that 
some of the things I make will last for 
generations.

Who inspires you?
There are a host of craftsmen who 

have produced some amazing work 
and to some extent I hope I have 
been influenced by many of them. 
Antonio Cioci was a designer who 
was active in Florence in 1762; he 
did amazing trompe l’oeil designs of 
still-lifes on tabletops and one of my 
favorites is in the Gilbert Collection at 
the Victoria & Albert Museum. Mario 
Montalatici (1894-1974) was another 
great craftsman whose work is also 
represented in the Gilbert Collection. 
He was really talented in depicting the 
human form. I aspire to do something 
of their caliber.

Above: Wildlife is often a focus, Thomas has fashioned many an elegant creature like this colorful bird.  
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Where do your ideas for designs 
come from? 
I usually depict flowers and animals. 
I am looking for a subject matter that 
has vibrant colors, is unusual, and, if 
possible, suggests movement. Not all 
designs are suitable for depicting in 
stone. For example, it is not practical to 
use Pietra Dura if too much small detail 
is required or if the subject matter does 
not have clearly-defined color breaks. I 
suppose I get inspiration from pictures 
and nature.

What sort of person is attracted to 
your art form? 
Anyone who appreciates intricate work 
and fine art is attracted to it, as well as 
someone who appreciates the richness 
and beauty of natural stone.

Is there a particular piece of Pietra 
Dura that takes your breath away? 
If so, where can it be viewed?
One of the most spectacular pieces of 
Pietra Dura work is the Badminton 
Cabinet. It was commissioned by Henry 
Somerset, 3rd Duke of Beaufort, from 
the Grand Ducal workshops (Galleria dei 
Lavori) in Florence in 1726. It is purported 
to have taken six years to make with 30 
craftsmen working on it. It was sold at 
Christie’s in 2004 for $19 million to the 
Liechtenstein Museum in Vienna.

Can you describe the Pietra Dura 
process in a little detail?
The process is rather difficult to 
describe in a few words because the 
techniques differ according to the 
object being made, such as panels, 
boxes, tabletops, statues, relief work, 
jewelry, etc. To make a Pietra Dura 
panel, the stones are selected and 
sliced into pieces 0.75 millimeters 
thick. Paper templates are made for 
each piece of stone to be used and 
these are stuck onto the carefully-
selected area of the chosen slice of 
stone. The pieces are then cut out of 
the stone with a bow saw accurately 
following the outline of the template. 
The bow saw known as an archetto is 
a bent stick of chestnut with a taught 

plain iron wire. Carborundum (silicon 
carbide) paste is applied to the wire 
while cutting. The pieces are then 
filed by hand so they each fit together 
without any gaps between them. 
The jigsaw of pieces are assembled 
together and backed with slate. The 
work then has to be polished by 
hand using a hard Agate stone and 
by making circular motions using 
gradually-finer grades of carborundum. 
Finally, apply wax and buff it to reveal 
the beauty of the colorful stones. The 
actual process, as you can imagine, is 
very time consuming – to create an A4 
size plaque with a fair amount of detail 
could take me about a month.

Where do you see yourself in ten 

years time from now?
It would be good to be recognized 
worldwide as a leading craftsman in this 
field, to have made and sold a number 
of important pieces of work, and to have 
restored some more museum-quality 
antique Pietra Dura.

What would you like to design 
next?
I am planning to make an elegant 
Snakes-And-Ladders game table. I felt 
that the colors of the snakes would 
lend themselves well to being captured 
in stone.  

For information about bespoke pieces, email: 
thomas@greenawaymosaics.com or Visit:
www.greenawaymosaics.com

Top: Nature offers a wealth of natural resources; semiprecious stones can be melded together creatively 
to a variety of effects.  Above left:  A decorative bookmark would make the perfect bespoke gift. Above 
right: Malachite from the Congo is an appealing vivid green and resembles the shell of a tortoise.
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