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Catacombs: all the Fathers, writings of the Councils,
lives of the =saints, and Church history., He wrote thousands
of pages by his own hand in addition to ransacking every new
Catacomb that was dlscovered. Although these examinations
contiﬁued for thirty-six years, Bosio dled (1629) before
his Homa Sotterraneas was published in 1632,

After thlis perlod many private searches were made, with-
out any supervislon of the Roman authoritliea! thils proved
disastrous, since in the eagerness of the faithful, much of
the archecloglcal value was destroyed or carried away. The
papacy finally brought order to the situation in 1668 and
restricted entry to the ti.?za.tﬂ;.oaoxn‘oa.""3

A serlies of lesser studles on the Catacombs appeared
sporadically during the next two centurles by such men as
Fabretti (1700), Boldetti (1720), and D'Agincourt (1780~
1786). HNorthecote and Brownlow treat this last scholar
severely because he "taught the modern fosgors the last
lesson in the art of destruction®™¥ by attempting to remove
frescoes from the walls of rock on which they had been
painted. He falled; some of the monuments were thus irre-
placeably destroyed. '

The Jesuit Marchi (1841) revived an interest in the

Catacombs in the nineteenth century. He was for some time

¥31v1a., p. 37.
binig., p. bh.
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thelr custodian in an officlal capacity and published a
velume on early Chriatian art.

The greatest of all Catacombs! scholars (and remains
8o to this day) 1§ Glovanni Battista de Rossi, who died in
1894, His famous work of a lifetime is Roma Sotterranes
Crigtiana, in three volumes, 1864-77. Northcote and Brown-
low's Roma Sotterranes, which is used extensively through-
out this thesis, is based directly on De Rossl's work.
This man had an uncanny knack for making, and even predicting,
new discoverles in addition to the articulate gift of
scientific organization of his materlals. Even though he
was & Aoman Uatholic, many Protestant scholars have, without
reservation, praised his objectivity and trustworthiness.

De Rossl was invaluably aided, it should be noted, by his

brother, who was both a mathematiclan and a geologilst.
Bince this time several eminent scholars have written abouf
the Catacombs, such as Wilpert and Styger, but nothing has
yet surpassed the classic quality of De Rossl's Roma

Sotterranea.

s




CHAPTER IX
EUCHARISTIC EVIDENCES IN THE ROMAM CATACOMBES
The Eucharist during the Era of the Catacombs

It 1s an almost universally accepted fact that the
Eucharist was regularly ocelebrated in the Catacombe, even
after the Roman government had officlally embraced Christ-
lanlity. Prudentius, writing in the fourth century, reports:

Hot far from the city walls, among the well-trimmed
orchards, there lies a crypt buried in darsome nits.
Into 1te secret recesses a steep vath with winding
stalrs directs one, even though the turnings shut out
the light....To such secret nlaces is the body of
Hippolytus conveyed, near to the spot where now stands
the altar dedlcated to God. That same altar slab
(mensa) gives the Secrament, and is the faithful guard-
ian of 1te martyr's bones, which it keeps lald up there
in expectation of the eternal Judge, while 1t feeds the
dwellers on the Tiber with holy food.l

In feet, the ministers who celebrated the Sacrament in the
Catacombs had speclal permission to consecrate the eslements
there, in contrast to the regular clergy of Rome. Every

Sunday the city pastors were required to recelve the Sacra-

ment for distribution among their people from the bishop,
according to a statement of Innocent I (404 A.D.),2

17, 8pencer Northcote and W. R. Brownlow, Roma Sotter-

(London: Longmans, Green, and Company, 1879), I, 168-
. Hereafter the designation R.8. will be used to identify

this sourcse.
2‘__Ib_ Et ’ p L ] 2‘“" L]
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The Didache (first part of the second century) quite
probably gives an accurate, if scanty, witness to the ELuchar-
ist as 1t was conducted by the Christlans of Rome. There
are four passages which allude to 1t.
1. Concerning liturgical assemblies: “Meeting together
on the Lord's Day, bresking bread and return thanks
alfver confesslng your sins, that your sacrifice be

pure, "

2. A warning agalnst sacrilege: “Give not holy things
to dogs."®

3. An admonitlon before Communion: %iet him who is
holy keep firm, and let him who is not repent.”

L, A prayer of thankegiving: "Thou, 0 Lord, Creztor of
all things, hast given to mankind food and drink
that they msy thenk Thee, and Thou givest us spirit-
ual Foed end Drink and eternal life through Thy
Son, "3

The Eucharist wes generally celebrated on the slab, or

mensa, covering the tomb of a martyr. In a decree of Felilx
I (269-275) there is a specific order that the sepulchers of
martyrs alone were to serve as worship locatlcns.h Some
reagone suggested for this are that theré should be a con-
crete identity between the martyr's tomb and the altar of
Christian worship; or possibly to prevent the Eucharlst from

being conducted on the arcosolia of those who were not

30razio Maruechi, The Evidence of the Catacombs for
he 229&21221.&.9,st&alzgilga..:.shs._xlml_xxs Church
Yondon: Sheed and Ward, 1929), p. 27.

bp.s., 1, 2m.
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martyrs. However, not all worship sites in the Catacombs
are located direotly over the bodies of martyrs; some of the
altar slabs may have been placed in front of, or in the near
poaition of, the martyrs' sepulcheras.

Walter Lowrie, a prolific writer on the subject of early
Chrigtisn art, objects to the foregoing interpretation. Ee
argues that:

+»esdinl an age when the primitive conception of the

altar as the common table was stlill preserved, when

the very position of the altar betwesn the priest and

the people still expressed this ildea, the eucharistic

uge of these so-called table tombs, in the manner which
1s commonly supposed, is very far from obvious. Fur-
thermore, the frequent and practicelly onrivate Euchar-
ists which this view implies are hardly to be reconciled
with the Jjealousy of the Roman bishop for his preroga-~
tive as the proper dispenser of the Euchariegt....and
the congregations were obliged te walt for the conze-
crated elements which were carried to them by deacons
from the episcopal altar.5

But, as it slready has been pointed out in this section,

the worshipers in the Catacombs had recelved a speclal priv-

ilege in thls regard, and thus Lowrle's contentlon loses

considerable ground.

The manner of receiving the Lord's Body was this: the
hands were folded crosswise, one upon the other, and upon

reception, the congregation sald Amen.® The bresd was dis-

Swalter Lowrle, Christian &rﬁ and Archeology (New York:
The Macmillan Company, 1901), ». 46.

6Etmenl Ross Barker, Rome of El&?. Pi s and Martyrs
{London: #ethuen and Company, 1913), p. 1
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tributed by the "president" or by deacons or other inferior
miniaters.7 From the famous Autun epitaph, discovered in
France in 1839, there is this evidence:

"Erore, wive, dusty THsoy Exwy Wx/\u{’/u.w

Eat and drink, receiving the Fish in your two hands.a
Even though the Autun ingcription has been placed in the
fourth century, the ideas it expresses are possibly as old
as the days of St. Irenaeus,?

During the first centuries the custom of kneelling to
receive the Eucharist did not exist, claims Marucchi. And
this did not detract at all from the belief in the Real
Presence. "For the faithful received the Eucharist standing
to gignify the Resurrection of Chrisgt, and the celebrant in
the Latin rite still communicates standing, as do all the
- failthful among the Greeks, 10 .

Introduction to the Eucharistic Frescoses

The eucharistic frescoes described on subsequent pages
of this chapter all possess this feature! unintelllgiblility
to those without knowledge and understending of the Christ-

"R.8., I, 2b0.

8
J. Spencer Northcote, Epitaphs of the ggsggggpg
(London: Longmans, Grean,'and Company, 187%9), p. 136.

Loc. oif.
1°Maruooh1, op. cit., ». 8.
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ian religion. They are a mixture "of things natural and
supernatural, simple and allegorical....whilst emlnently
liturglcal in character."ll But they remaln surprisingly
plain in spite of the heavy doctrinal content they carry.
What the artlsts stressed was preclsely doctrine:
agsthetic perfection obviously did not concern them. To
illustrate this point, Weidlé, a theologicel professor
teaching in Parls, recently maintained that:

Form in it (frescoes of the Catacombs) doea not ex-

press religlous feellng; does not expound sacred

story; does not create saintly figures. To put it

bluntly, it is not an art at all. It 1s a language

coined to convey thought within a religion.l2

Other reasons for this lack of clarity in the euchar-
1stic frescoes have been suggested, such as feeling of
deep reverence, and the desire to keep secret from the
world at large (and slso the catechumens) the mystical cere-
monies of the Church.l2 Lowrlie feels that this secrecy,
which lasted till the Kiddle Ages, was an unwise pollcey:

The Church exposed itself needlessly to the horrible

suenplcions which were current among the pagans, that
in this sacrament the Christians murdered infants in

1lp 3., II, 84.

12y1aaimir Weldle, The Baptism of Art (London: Dacre
Press, 194-7), p. 11.

136, ¢. Rolfe, The A F&xm_&ﬂlu
(Oxford, Parker and Company, 187—71 p. 47.

s s BT IS
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order to drink their blood.l¥ -

In the minde of the early Christians an extremely
close connection exlsted between the Eucharist and Baptism,
Therefore these sacraments are often pictured together in
the frescoes of the Catacombs. Frequently they were admine
istered on the same day;l5 this wae so because they were re-
garded as parts of the initliatory mystery, according to
Weidlé. And “"as early as the Epistle to the Hebrews (vi.
.-8) baptism and communion form links in a single chain:

'ye were enlightened, and tazgted....the heavenly gift.'"16
Thus, in the bellef of the Catacombs' Ohristians the two
sacranents easily fused into a unity. By Baptliesm the soul
was born into Christ; by the Eucharist the new life was
nourished and sustained.

Portrayals of the Eucharist are also inseparably bound
up with the doctrine of the Resurrection, especlally since
the frescoes were palnted in cemeteries. The Resurrection
and the immortal 1life with Christ are probably the most dom-
inant themes in the art and epitaphs of the Catacombs.
Right in the galleries of the dead, then, the Eucharist is

plclured:

Wyo1ter Lowrle, Art in the Early Ghurch (Pantheon
Books, 1947), ». 72.

5g.5., II, 93.
1163'1916.10(, g_gl 2&-. Po 2""'
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+sssfor the Eucharist was bellieved to bring eternal
life not only to the soul of the communicant, but %o
his body algo....50 St. Ignatius: "Breaklng one bread
which le the medleline of immortality, and the anti-
dote that we should not die but live forever in Jesus
Chrigt. "17
Cullmenn, now teaching at Basel, in discussing the signifi-
cance of the Eucharist in the early Church, speaks of the
Joy the Chrigtiasns had in eating with Christ while esting
with their brothers and "...,.ds rappeler de nouveau gue la
Sainte-Céne a ete dans la primitive Eglise, une féte de la
régggrggtiog.“ Furthermore, the Eucharist swras *....coumme
une anticipation de son (Christ's) retour messianique
/
definitif."*® gSince the Communion was with the living
Christ, the Sacrament relsates itself to Hils Resurrection
and "points toward....the complete fellowshlp with Chriat

in the future."l9

1761adys Mary Bevan, Eaply Gh§;st;ggg of Rome (New
York: The Macmillen Company, 1927), p. 97.

180 -Cullmann, "La Slgnificatlon de la Sainte-Cene dans

le Christianisne Primitif " Revue de'Histolre et Philosophlse,
XVI (Janvier-Févrisr, 1936), 22.

193agnar Bring, "The Lord's Supper - Its Origin and

Significance," Augustana Suarterly, XIX (October, 1940},
297.
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A, The Chapels of the Sacraments in

the Catacombs of %t. Calllixtus
l. Fresco: ©Seven lMen Partake of a Eucharistic Meal

in the Catacombe of St. Czllixtus are found several
cublcula which, because of the nature of thelr frescoes,
have besn termed the Chapels of the Sagramentg. In the most
noteworthy of these palntings there are unmistakable refer-
ences to the Eucharist, even though, as Louls Bréhiar indl-
cates, “il ne faut pas chercher dans ces colebres 'Chanpres
des Jacrements' un exposé systématiqua de la dbctrine theo=
logique des sacrements. 20

The most femous scene (Figure 6) deplcts seven men
wearing tunica, seated at a couch-table; two dishes of fish
are placed before them, with eight wicker baskets of bread
in the foreground of the fresco. (This subjsct is repeated
in other chambers, with varying numbers of baskets.) Ac-
cording to Northeote and Brownlow, this appears o be a
literal representation of the events in -Chapter 21 of the
Gospel of St, John, where Christ provides = meal for the

disciples on the shore of the gea of Tiberias.?2l

201 0uis Brahier, L'art Chrétien (Paris, 1918), p. 48.
21&.&! $ II' 6?.

SRl ot 3
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Fig.

6.

Fresco:

Seven lien

Partake of a Eucharistic Meal.

1
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8t. Augustline explains this miraculous meali: when
Christ placed the fish upon the burning coals for the dls-
clples, 1t wase really a portrayal of Himself who had suf-
fered: "Piscls asaué, Christus passus." Christ 1s alsc the
bread that came down from heaven. Furthermore!

The fish caught by the apostles are the Church, which

must be incorporated into Christ, 1n order to become

a partaker of everlasting happiness; we ourselves....

are represented by those even disciples....that we too

have a shere in so great a Sacrament.
With this story 5t. John concludes his Gospel, because it
forms a connection from the earthly to the heavenly (i.e.,
on account of the eucharistic implications in it) in a
mystical manner. In the Eucharist we have a forevuate of
the fuller life in heaven., And this interpretation was al=-
most unanimous with the Fathers.22

Barnes bears out this general interpretatlion: "Once
again the Fathers explain the picture, and tell us that the
fish roasted on the ashes is Christ Himself."23 The constant
use of the number seven in this and similar frescoes further
endorses a eucharistic explanation. In the symbollsm of the
early Christians that number indicated universality; "....in

the present instance it implied that at the Banquet of the

221b4d., pp. 68-9.
23prthur Stapylton Barnes, The Early An thg

Light of the Mo ta (New York: Longmans, Green, and
Jompany, 1913), p. 130.

—w o e T T e ailiE R
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Eucharist....all the Christians throughout the entire world
partake."zu

Bread and fish are the two great asymbols of the Euchar-
1t in the Catacombs. These not too thickly veiled symbols
of course refer te Christ: bread, because of its nourish-
ing quality for the body and the soul, since Christ said,
“I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), and the fish, because

the Greek word for fish is an scrostic formed rrom the

initials of the motto, Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior:

THCOTC = Jesus
XD\C.TOC. = Christ

GeEOYV = of God
Tloc - Sonm
T
SHERTI = Bavior

Marucchl stresses this symbolism very clearly: "Ma il pesce
unito al pane acquista un significato speclale e rappresenta
senza dubblo 1'Eucaristia.”25

German scholars of the nineteenth century, it goes with-
out saying, could not permit a view quite so sacramental to

pass unchallenged. Hans Achelis, who meticulously linvesti-

Z“Joseph Husslein, The ngg__; the Apostles (New York:
» Do

F. J. Kennedy and Sons, 1929 291,
250razio Maruochi, Le Catacombe ed 1l Prot teaim

{Second Edition; Roma! F. Pustet, 1911), p. 38.

| BT AT L
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gated the fish symbolism of the Cataoombs,26 disagrees that

this scene has John 21 as 1ts basis. Attempting to refute
De Rossi (who established the traditional view), he con-

tinues:?

Von diesem Punkte aus ldsst er sich den welteren Weg
seiner Interpretation vorschreiben durch die Aeusser-
ungen zweler Schriftsteller des fdnften Jahrhundertas
tiber dieses Gallldlsche Hahl: Pseudo-Prosper und
Auvgustin, Ersterer wird falsch citiert und falsch ver-
standen, indem ihm in den ¥und gelegt wird, Jenes Mahl
der Jénger sel ein Typus des Abendmahls. Augustin
deutet wirklich die sleben Jlnger als dle geganmti-
helt der Kirche, Figch und Brot als Christus; dle
eucharistische Auffassung des Mahles wird auch ihm mit
Unrecht beigelegt.Z27

Achelis objects to forcing upon a third century fresco the
allegorical interpretation of a fifth century writer,

Augustine. Ultimately, he thinks this fresco has a number

of references:

Die drei symbolischen Stilicke des Bildes....sind also
auf zwel reduzlert: auf dle durch die Sieben symbol-
isierte Kirche, und die in den Kdérben und Fischen an-
gedeutete "wunderbare Speisung." Der Maler dachte
gich dlie ganze Kirche als teilnehmend an der wunder-
baren Speisung.?2

26Hang Achelis, Das Symbol des Fisches und dle Fisoh-
denkmiiier der Rémigchen sms.m% (Harburg: N. G@. El-
wert'asche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1888).

2T1v4d50p. 77

281pid., b. 81,
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Greater evidence, however, lles with the sacramental ex-
planatlion which has besen presented. The very function of
such a fresco in a cemetery where worship was conducted
would argue in favor of a eucharlstic significance and not,
ag Achells contends, of only a representation of cone of

Christ's mir=zculous feedings of bread and fish.
2. PFresco: Tripod, Man, and QOrans

Upon a three-legged table with a circular top lie a
fish and two or three loaves of bread; to the left of the
table stands a man clothed in a loose tunlc. Apparently he
is blessing the flsh and bread with hls rlight hand, which 1is
pointing to the table. To the right of the tripod stands
an orans, a woman in the anclient attitude of prayer, her
armg outstretched. This frescc, represented in Figure 7,
is one of several simllar groupe which have no specific
Biblical reference. Obviously the artist had a particular
purpose in mind: seince there i1s no direct historical con-
nection, this must be symbolism intended to convey some
doctrine.

They wers signs of religious 1deas and truths, rather

than imitations of facts; in a word, they were symbol-

ical, or as Raoul Rochette calls them, ideographical
paintings, not historical.2?

29R,8., II, 65.




39
When allgned with the other decorations of bread and -
fish in the Chapels of the Sacraments, it is at once clear =

that these scenes polnt to the Eucharist. This ccnestitutes

THET o R

the prevalent view. For instance, larucchi aec}ares this
fresco to represent "...,the Eucharistic sacrifice in the
very moment of Consecration when the bread becomes
'lj@dk ."30 Thig 1e plainly a Roman Gatholic statement
of transubstantlation; regardless of the theological subtle-
ties involved, though, this picture still evidently implies
a bleasing or consecration of the eucharlstic elements.
Ylarucchl goea on to announce that the figure of the praying
woman symbolizes the Church praying from "....the altar of
the Eucharistic Sacrifice."3l To complete this viewpoint,
Barnes even sees the tripod as a new eucharistlic symbol
representing the altar; in fact, the tripod also refers to
the Trinity.-2

In opposition to the foregoing, Paul Styger, a German
gcholar of recent times, insists flatly:

Nur eine erkiinatelte Deuterel konnte auch die dblichen

Totenmehlszenen und den Tripodus mit Broten und Fischen
auf dle Eucharistiefeler oder dle Jinger am See

30Mapucehi, The Evidence of the Catacombs, p. 36.
Slapia. ikpiear.
323arnea, op. git., ». 129.



