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In 1849, Italian archaeologist G. B. 

de Rossi discovered an underground 

cemetery, or catacomb, which had 

held the bodies of several early 

popes. These burial places have 

been found in other parts of Italy, as 

well as in Asia Minor, Egypt, 

Tunisia, and Malta.   

 

However, the term “catacombs” has 

become virtually synonymous with 

the Christian cemeteries in Rome, 

which are the most famous and 

extensive- about 40 of them have 

been found.   

 

The earliest date back to the second 

century C.E. and are situated 

mainly near the ancient roads that 

radiate from the city, since Roman 

law forbade burial within the walls.  



Via Appia outside Rome 

 



In spite of periodic persecutions of Christians from the time of Emperor Nero (54-

68 C. E.) to the early fourth century, the catacombs, like all burial places, were 

considered sacrosanct by the Romans and rarely plundered or damaged.  The best 

known are those named for saints Callistus, Sebastian, and Domitilla, all of 

which are situated on or near the Via Appia that leads south from the city.  



The popular conception that the Christian catacombs were "secret" or had to hide 

their affiliation is probably wrong; catacombs were large-scale commercial 

enterprises, usually sited just off major roads to the city, whose existence was well-

known. Because of their beliefs about bodily resurrection, Christians generally 

buried their dead intact rather than cremating them. By law, corpses had to be 

buried outside city limits. Cemeteries, then as now, generally took the form of open 

areas in which monuments, markers, mausolea or other indications were placed 

above ground.  











The first large-scale catacombs were 

excavated from the 2nd century 

onwards. Originally they were carved 

through tufa, a soft volcanic rock, 

outside the boundaries of the city. The 

pagan custom was to incinerate 

corpses, while early Christians and 

Jews used to bury. 

 

Christians gathered in the tombs 

especially on the anniversary of the 

death of a saint, martyr, or loved one.  

Together, they partook of a 

refrigerium- a memorial “refreshment 

meal”- and celebrated the Eucharist.  

In this way, a sense of sanctity 

pervaded those holy warrens  which, 

with their sacred art, were always 

more than just tombs.  



Roman catacombs are made up of 

underground passages, out of 

whose walls graves (loculi) were 

dug. These loculi, generally laid 

out vertically, could contain one 

or more bodies. Another type of 

burial, typical of Roman 

catacombs, was the arcosolium, 

consisting of a curved niche, 

enclosed under a carved 

horizontal marble slab. Cubicula 

(burial rooms containing loculi all 

for one family) and cryptae 

(chapels decorated with frescoes) 

are also commonly found in 

catacomb passages. 

 

More costly was a larger 

excavation surmounted by a 

semicircular recess (an 

acrosolium), and a sarcophagus 

(or stone coffin).  



In later centuries, pilgrims from northern and other parts of Europe came to Rome 

especially to visit them. The large number of visitors can be judged by the fact that 

special guide books, or Itineraria, were produced. 



This Christian concern for the dead was influenced by the belief in bodily 

resurrection and by the doctrine of purgatory.  This is a place or state in which the 

dead must expiate their sins and undergo punishment before encountering the 

divine vision of God; and in this they can be helped by the prayers of the living.  

Conversely, the prayers of those in the afterlife were considered beneficial to the 

living.  Thus, the catacombs were places where a communion between the living and 

the dead could take place. 



The most popular theme in 

catacomb art, the Good Shepherd 

is often depicted in a lush idyllic 

setting with birds, plants, and 

trees.  The figure has echoes of 

classical art, in which a shepherd 

is typically shown bearing on his 

shoulders an animal for sacrifice.  

For the early Christians, however, 

the shepherd’s task was to save 

his sheep, just as Jesus saved 

people from their sins. The motif 

is similar to earlier images of 

Hermes carrying a ram.  

 

The sheep-carrying figure relates 

to Hermes in that the Greek god 

was the guide to the underworld. 

Therefore, he was a character 

associated with hopes for a blessed 

afterlife and particularly 

appropriate in a funereal 

environment.  



However, in late antiquity, the image of the 

shepherd could have developed a more generic 

meaning of philanthropy, or humanitarian care. 

In any case it is not always possible to identify a 

single image of the shepherd definitely as 

Christian or pagan, since both communities 

valued charity and were concerned with the 

afterlife.  

 

Such a figure appeared more than 120 times in 

extant Roman catacomb frescoes alone. In 

addition to frescoes and sarcophagus reliefs the 

shepherd also appears as small statuettes, on 

innumerable lamps. However, whether the 

shepherd was an early metaphor for or a 

representation of Jesus is debatable.  

 

Some interpreters have argued that the 

shepherd represented the safety or caring of a 

Christian community in the midst of a time of 

persecution and danger, and that the shepherd 

was a personification of “philanthropia” rather 

than a symbolic representation of Jesus.  



Painted ceiling of a cubiculum in the Catacomb of  

Saints Peter and Marcellinus (Rome), early 4th century 



A fourth-century Roman catacomb contained bones, or relics, of Saints Pietro and 

Marcellino.  Pietro and Marcellino were two third-century stalwarts executed- 

martyred- for their Christian faith.  Catacombs for the bones of martyrs and saints 

were sought-after burial places.  Here the domed ceiling of a cubiculum is partitioned 

by five medallions linked by the arms of a cross. At the center is a Good Shepherd. 



The semicircular compartments at the ends of the arms of the cross (called lunettes) tell 

the Old Testament story of Jonah and the sea   monster (Jonah 1-2), in which God 

caused Jonah to be thrown overboard in a storm, swallowed by a monster, and released, 

repentant and unscathed, three days later.  This story was reinterpreted by Christians 

as a parable of Christ’s death and resurrection- and hence of the everlasting life 

awaiting true believers- and was a popular subject in Christian catacombs. On the left, 

Jonah is thrown from the boat; on the right the monster spews him up; and at the 

center, Jonah reclines in the shade of a gourd vine, a symbol of paradise.  



Orants praying for the souls of the departed stand between the medallions. Jonah was 

a popular figure in Early Christian painting and sculpture, especially in funerary 

contexts.  The Christians honored him as a prefiguration (prophetic forerunner) of 

Christ, who rose from death as Jonah had been delivered from the belly of the ketos, 

also after three days. 



The rich tradition of 

Dionysiac visual art was an 

influence on Early 

Christian art, with which 

both Dionysos and Jesus 

were identified. The vine is 

represented in the earliest 

surviving Christian art, in 

the catacombs, and a fine 

example from the fourth 

century C.E. is provided by 

the Christian mosaics, 

representing vine tendrils 

and scenes of the vintage, 

on the vault of the 

Mausoleum of Constantia 

in Rome, subsequently 

called the church of Santa 

Costanza. 



Wine was imagined as the blood of Dionysos, and of Jesus. The association of the 

killing of the god with the crushing of the grapes (for wine-making), noted as an 

allegorical interpretation of the mystic myth of the dismemberment and return to 

life of Dionysos, appears in Christian art in the characterization of Jesus as the 

“great grape-cluster, the word crushed for our sake.” 



Together the orants make up a cross-section of the Christian family seeking a heavenly 

afterlife.  The cross’s central medallion shows Christ as the Good Shepherd, whose powers 

of salvation are underscored by his juxtaposition with Jonah’s story.  The motif can be 

traced back to Archaic Greek art, but there the pagan calf bearer offered his sheep in 

sacrifice to Athena.  In Early Christian art, Christ is the youthful and loyal protector of 

the Christian flock, who said to his disciples, “I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd 

gives his life for the sheep.”  



The figure of Orpheus may parallel the Good Shepherd, since Orpheus (as a Christ 

metaphor) is shown as a shepherd, surrounded by both wild beasts and a flock of sheep. 

Images of Orpheus playing his lyre have been found on a number of third-century 

Christian sarcophagi, third- and fourth-century catacomb paintings, and in ivory on at 

least one fifth-century pyxis. Thus the shepherd figure is transported into a mythological 

setting, arguably in order to emphasize Jesus’ ability to tame the wild or evil hearts of 

humanity and bring them to himself. This Christ-Orpheus parallel was used by early 

Christian writers in both apologetic and exhortatory literature.  



It has been suggested that certain ancient representations of Jesus as  youthful, 

beardless, long-haired, and effeminate were influenced by similar representations of 

Dionysos. But the most striking example of a visual representation of Dionysiac myth 

may seem to converge with Christian conceptions is a mosaic scene discovered in 1983 

in the “House of Aion” in Paphos in Cyprus.  



All the figures are identified by name. The seated god Hermes is about to hand the 

infant Dionysos to the aged silen “Tropheus” (“rearer” or “educator”), while on the left 

of the scene nymphs prepare his first bath. The names of Hermes’ companions- 

“Ambrosia,” “Nektar” (personifications of the food and drink of the immortals), and 

“Theogonia” (Birth of the Gods) – emphasize the divinity of the child, who is the 

solemn focus of all attention. We are reminded of the Orphic tradition in which Zeus 

sets his son Dionysos on the royal throne and makes him king of all the gods. 

Although the mosaic may seem to resemble the Christian nativity, there is in fact no 

hard evidence for supposing specific influence from or on Christianity. However, it 

may be relevant that the mosaic dates from a time, about the middle of the fourth 

century CE, when ancient polytheism was being reshaped in response to the 

dominant appeal of the Christian universal savior. 



Simplified, indeed almost 

schematic, the paintings in the 

catacombs point beyond 

themselves to an unusual degree, 

indicating only the minimum 

necessary to call to the viewer’s 

mind the Biblical themes 

illustrated.  Often they are no 

more than ciphers or pictographs.  

 

They are united only by their 

common message: the Messianic 

idea allied to the Christian hope of 

salvation.  Of course the catacombs 

were so dark that it must have 

been difficult to see them.  

However, the extreme 

simplification of the images to 

create a language of signs is 

striking. 



Left: Marble Relief showing a 
refrigerium (annual 
commemorative meal for the dead) 
from the vicinity of Ankara, 
Turkey, 3rd century CE 

Below: Good Shepherd fresco from 
the Catacombs of San Callisto 

In 380, Christianity became a state 

religion. At first many still desired to be 

buried in chambers alongside martyrs. 

However, the practice of catacomb burial 

declined slowly, and the dead were 

increasingly buried in church cemeteries. 



Good Shepherd fresco from the 

Catacomb of Priscilla, Rome, c. 200-400 

CE, excavated tufa and fresco 

 

 The paintings in such cubicula 

probably resemble the kind of 

decoration that would have been found 

in contemporary buildings. 

Nevertheless, even these cubicula sere 

emphatically burial places, not 

underground churches in which 

persecuted Christians met secretly to 

hold services (as was once generally 

believed).  

 

The message of the images in the 

catacombs is optimistic and focused on 

salvation: the scenes are predominantly 

of events in which God shows his power 

by saving his adherents by some 

miraculous intervention. It is no 

surprise to discover that this is what 

third-century Christians wished to 

represent in their burial places.  



Interpreting the orant figure as representing the soul of the deceased is supported 

by the fact that the soul was traditionally spoken of as feminine, thus accounting for 

the figure’s feminine attributes. Occasionally the orant figure is so specifically 

portrayed as to indicate that it is a portrait and not simply a generic allusion to 

piety, the soul, or the church itself. Possible examples of such use are the image in 

the catacomb of Priscilla known as donna velata. 



The orant’s frequent juxtaposition with the Good Shepherd justifies explaining the 

pairing as a convention of early Christian funerary imagery. The two figures 

balanced each other. Perhaps one represented the deceased’s prayers for salvation 

and the other the one who could fulfill those prayers. This suggestion raises a 

possible parallel between Hermes the guardian of the souls and the guide to the 

underworld, and the Good Shepherd (Jesus) as the Christian guide to the 

underworld. If the composition represented the soul in paradise, the shepherd could 

signify the bucolic bliss and pastoral care of the next world (guaranteed in baptism).  



Jonah Sarcophagus (much restored), late 3rd century 

 

As a place in which to be buried, an ornately carved marble sarcophagus was vastly 

more expensive than an excavated loculus or arcosolium, with or without paintings. 

Most such sarcophagi are now displayed in museums, but to appreciate their original 

context we need to imagine them in catacombs, with their carved faces visible, or in 

the above-ground cemeteries, either free-standing or within a memorial. Here Jonah 

is depicted like the figure of Endymion from Greek mythology- beneath a flourishing 

gourd plant. In the upper part of the sarcophagus the optimistic message is 

reinforced by the figure of Christ bringing back to life the dead Lazarus, whose 

swathed body is seen standing in its tomb. 



Fresco depicting a scene from the Book of Esther, Dura- Europos, c. 244 C.E. 

 

At an ancient synagogue uncovered at Dura-Europos, Syria, discovered in 1932, 

extensive figurative wall paintings were found that predate the Roman 

catacombs, the last phase dating to 244 C.E. (according to an inscription) 



Stylistically they are provincial versions of contemporary Graeco-Roman style and 

technique; several different artists seem to have worked on them. Technically they 

are not fresco (paint fused into wet plaster) but tempera over plaster. Scholars think 

the paintings were used as an instructional display to educate and teach the history 

and laws of the religion. Some think that this synagogue was painted in order to 

compete with the many other religions practiced in Dura Europos; the new (and 

considerably smaller) Christian church (Dura-Europos church) appears to have 

opened shortly before the surviving paintings were begun in the synagogue. 



Although they are too badly damaged to be legible in reproduction, the 

Christian images at Dura-Europos are similar stylistically to the better 

preserved wall-paintings in the larger synagogue of the Jewish community. 

At this time the the Mosaic prohibition of any likeness of anything that is 

in the heavens above, or that is in the earth beneath was freely interpreted 

(only the image of God being totally banned). 



The painters of the Dura Europos synagogue disregarded all the naturalistic 

techniques developed by Hellenistic and Roman artists. No attempt was made to 

break the surface of the wall or to create an artificial space. Scenes are arranged 

without any visual relationship to one another or to the design of the room as a 

whole. Wall paintings in other buildings at Dura Europos are similarly schematic – 

the temples of Zeus, the Persian god Mithras (whose cult was widespread in the 

Roman army) and the Mesopotamian god Bel (worshipped since Sumerian times).  



DEATH and the AFTERLIFE: 
EARLY CHRISTIAN ART 

(Early Christian Catacombs) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

What was the function of the space where this ceiling fresco is located? 

Analyze ways in which this fresco refers to the beliefs of the Early 

Christians. 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

What was the function of the space where this ceiling fresco is located? 

Analyze ways in which this fresco refers to the practices of the Early 

Christians. 



Which of the 

works seen are 

Early Christian? 

Which of the 

works are 

Byzantine? How 

can you 

distinguish 

between the 

two? 



Which of the 

works seen are 

Early Christian? 

Which of the 

works are 

Byzantine? How 

can you 

distinguish 

between the 

two? 


