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Gatacombsi all the Fathers. wr1t1nge or the Oouncils, 

11vee of the sa1nta, and Church history. He wrote thouaande 

of pages by hie own hand 1n addition to ransacking eTery nev 

Catacomb that waa d1ecoTered. Although these exam1nat1ona 

continued for thirty-six years, Bosio died (1629) before 

h1s B2m!, S0tt1rrane1 was published in 16~2. 

After this period many private searches were m~de, with­

out any superv1a1on of the Roman authorities: this proTed 

disastrous, since 1n the eagerness of the faithful; much ot 

the aroheological value waa destroyed or carried away. 'rile 

papacy finally brought order to the situation 1n 1668 and 

restr1eted entry to the Cataoomba.43 

A series of lesser stud.tee on the Oa.ta.oombs appeared 

eporadically during the next two centuries by such men aa 

Fabretti (1700), Boldetti (1720), and D1Ag1ncourt (1780-

1786). NorthQote and Brownlow ti-eat this la.at scholar 

severely .because he "taught the modern to1aor, the laat 

lesson 1n the art or deetruct1on•44 by attempting to remoTe 

frescoes trom the walls of rook on which the7 had been 

painted. He failed; &ome o'f the monuments were thus irre­

pla.ceably deetroyed. 

The Jesuit Marohl (1841) revived an interest 1n the 

;Catacombs in the nineteenth century~ He waa tor some time 

4:3!s14., p .. 37. 
44ll?,W~, p. 44. 
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their custodian 1n an ott1c1al capacity and published a 

volume on early Christian art. 

The greatest ot all Catacombs'· scholars ( and remains 

so to this day) is Q.1oyann1 Battisti Si!. Rossi, who died in 

1894. His famous work or a litet1me 1a I!2Y, Sotl;erranea 

Crietiana, 1n three volumes, 1864-?7. N~rthoote and Brown­

low•s ROD!fl: Sotterranea, which is used extene1vel7 through­

out this thesis, ls based directly on De Rossi's work. 

This roan had an uncanny knack tor making, cl.Jld even predicting, 

new discoveries in addition to the articulate gift of 

sc1ent1f1c organization or his materials. Even though he 

was a Roman Oatholic, many Protestant scholars have, without 

reservation, praised his obJect1v1ty and trustworthiness. 

De Rossi was invaluably aided; it should be noted, b7 hie 

brother, who waa both a mathematician and a geologist. 

Since this time several eminent seholara h~ve written about 

the Oataoombs, suoh as Wilpert and St7ger, but nothing hae 

yet surpassed the classic quality of De Rossi's .B.2mfl 

so.t.te.mnea. 



CHAP~ II 

EUCHARISTIC EVIDENCES IN 'l'HE ROMAM OATAOOMBS 

The Euchar1~t during the Era ot the Oatacomba 

It 1s an almoat universally accepted tact that the 

Eucharist ~res- regul~rly celebrated 1n the Catacombs, even 

after the Roman government had officially embraced Ohr1et-

1e.n1ty. Prudent1us, writing in the fourth ce~tury., reports: 

Not rar trom the city walls, among the well-trimmed 
orchards, there lies a crypt buried in darsome pits. 
Into 1ta secret reoeesea a steep path with winding 
stairs directs one, even though the turnings shut out 
the l1ght •••• To suoh secret places 1s the body ot 
Hippolytus conveyed, near to the spot where now atanda 
the altar dedicated to God. '!'hat same altar slab 
(menea) gives the Sacran.ent, and is the fa1thtul guard­
ian of ite martyr's bones, which it keeps laid up there 
1n e7.pectat1on of the eternal Judge, while 1t feeds the 
dwellers on the Tiber with holy food.l 

In fact, the ministers who celeb~ated the Sacrament in the· 

Oatacombs had special per~1ss1on to consecrate the elements 

there, in contrast to the regular clergy of Rome. Eve17 

Sunday the city pastors were required to receive the Sacra­

ment for d1str1but1on among their people trom the bishop, 

according to a statement of Innocent I (404 A.D.).2 

.. 
lJ. Spencer Northcote and w. R, ·Brownlow, !2!a Sotteg­

.t&D!& ( London: Longmans I Green, and Company• 1879 ) , I, l 8-
f. , Hereafter the designation!\.~. will be used to identity 
this source. 

2iw. ' p. 244. 
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The Pidaohe (t1rst part of the second. century) qu1te 

probably gives an accurate, if scanty, w1tnesa to the Euchar­

ist as it was conducted by the Ohrist1ans ot Rotn9. There 

are four passages which allude to it. 

1. Concerning liturgical assemblies: "Meeting together 
on the Lord's Day, breaking bread and return thanks 
after confessing your sins, th~t your sacr1t1ce be 
pure." 

2. A warning agains t s acrilege: "Give not holy things 
to <ioga. 11 

J . An admonition before Communion: "Let h1m ,who 1s 
holy kee:9 firm, and let him who is not repent." 

L~. A pr ayer of thanksgiving: 1'Thou, 0 Lord, Ores.tor ot 
all things, hast given to mankind food and drink 
that they may thank Thee, and Thou g1vest us spirit­
ual Food and Drink and eternal life through Thy 
Son."' 

The Eucharist was generally celebrated on the slab, or 

menaa , covering the tqmb of a mar·tyr. In a decree ot Felix 

I (269-275) there is a speo1f1c order that the sepulchers ot 

martyrs alone were to serve as worship looatlons.4 Some 

reasons suggested for this are that there should be a con­

crete i dentity between the martyr's tomb and the altar ot 

Christian worship; or possibly to prevent the Eucharist trom 

being conducted on the arcoso11a of those who were not 

3oraz1o Marucchi, Th9 Evidence R.! lb.I. Qataqomba tRJ! 
Jlh!. Dootr1nea Jma ors;an1zat1on .2.t b. Pr,m1t1ye Church 
tLondon: Sheed and Ward, 1929), p. 27. 

4fi • .§.. , I, 241. 



28 

martyrs. However, not all worship sites in the Catacomba 

are located d1reotly over the bodies of mart7ra; some of the 

altar slabs may have been placed in. front or, or 1n the near 

poe1t1on of, the martyrs• sepulchers. 

Walter Lowrie, a. prol1:f1c write%' on the subJect ot earl7 

Christian art, obJeote to the :foregoing interpretation. He 

argues that: 

•••• in an .age when the pr1m1t1ve conception ot the 
altar as the common table was still preserYed, when 
the very position of the altar betwei:iil the priest s.nd 
the people still expressed this idea, the euchar1at1o 
uae of these so-called table tomba, 1n the manner which 
1s -0ommonly supposed, 18 very tar (rom obvious. Fur­
thermore, the frequent e.nd pract1culy :9r1 va.te Euchar­
ists which this view 1mpl1es are ha,rdly to be reoonc1led 
w1th the Jealousy of the Roman bishop tor his preroga­
tive as the proper dispenser ot the Euchar1et •••• and 
the congregations were obliged to wait for the conse­
crated elements which were carried to them b7 deacons 
from the e91eoopal alte.r.S 

But, as it s.lready has been J>01nted out in _th1s seot1on, 

the worshipers 1n the Catacombs had received a special priv­

ilege in this regard, and thus Lowr1e1 e contention loaea 

considerable ground. 

The manner or receiving the Lord's Body waa th1a: the 

hands were folded crosswise, on~ upon the other, and upon 

reception, the congregation said Amen. 6 The bread was d1a-

Swalter Lowrie, Chr1et1an ~ An!& ArcheologY (New Xork: 
The Macmillan Company, 1901), p~6. 

6mthel Rosa Barker, Rome 211M Pilsrz1s AW! M&J:tYra 
(London: Methuen and Company, 19l)T, P• l • 
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tr1buted by the "president~ or by deacons or other interior 

m1n1stere.7 From the famous Autun epitaph, discovered 1n 

France 1n 1839, there 1e this evidence: 

,,~ cr~t €. -,,-, vt. J vt1"'i' v 'Tl 9(,v lxwv 7Tol~.[MltL1 
.J I { -

Eat and drink, reoe1v1ng ~he Fish in your two hands. 8 

Even though the Autun 1nsor1pt1on has been placed in the 

fourth century, the ideas 1t expresses are possibly as old 

as the days of st. Irenaeus.9 

During the first centuries the custom or kneeling to 

receive the Eucharist did not exist, claims Marucoh1. And 

this did not detract at all from the belief 1n the Real 

Presence. 11For the faithful received the Eucharist standing 

!.2. a1gn11'Y ~ Rea9i:,rect1on of Chr1at, and the celebrant 1n 

the Latin rite still communicates etand1ng, as do all the 

faithful among the Greeka.nlO 

Introduction to the Euohar1st1c Frescoes 

The euchar1st1c treacoes described on subsequent page• 

of this chapter all possess th1s feature: un1ntell1g1b111t7 

to those without knowledge and understanding or the Oh:r1at-

7n..§.. • I, 240. 

8J. Spencer Northcote, §pitapha .2.t lb.I. ~ata92mb~ 
(London: Longman&, Green, and Company, 1879, p. 13. 

9~. ,ill. 
10Marucoh1, im• .211•, P• 8. 
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1an religion. They are a mixture "of things natural and 

supernatural, simple and allegor1oal •••• wh1lat emlnent11 

liturgical in character."11 But they remain surprisingly 

plain in spite of the heavy dootrlnal content they carry. 

What the artists stressed was precisely doctrine: 

aesthetic perfection obviously did not concern them. To 
I illustrate this point, Ue1dle, a theological professor 

teaching 1n Paris, recently maintained that: 

Form 1n 1t (frescoes of the Catacombs) does not ex­
press religious feeling; does not ex-pol1Dd sacred 
ato.ry; 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 rel1g1on.12 

Other reasons for this laQk of clarity in the euchar-

1st1o frescoes have been suggested, such as reeling .of 

deep reverence, and the desire to keep secret from the 

world at large (and also the oateohwnene) the mystical cere­

monies of the Ohuroh.13 Lowrie teela that this secrecy, 

wh1oh lasted till the Middle Ages, was an unwise pol1c71 

The Ohurch exposed 1tselt needlessly to the horrible 
susp1o1ons which were current QJ.llong the pag&na, that 
1n th1s sacrament the Ohr1at1ans murdered intanta 1n 

llli•!•, II, 84. 

12wlad1m1r We1dl~, The BGl1tm at Arl (London: Daore 
Preee, 194-?), p. 11. 

1 '.3o. c. Rolte, ~ Ancient l!u. 9.1_ L1turg1oa1 Qolor1 
(Oxford, Parker and Oompan7, 1879), p. 47. 
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order to drink their blood.14 

In the minds ot the early Christiana an extremely 

close connection existed betwe.en the Eucharist and Baptism. 

Therefore these sacraments are often p1~tured together 1n 

the frescoes of the Catacombs. Frequently they were admin­

istered on the same d.ay;lS this was so because they were re­

garded as parts of the initiatory mystery, according to 
I Weidle. And 11as early as the Epistle to the Hebrews (v1. 

4-8) baptism a.nd communion torm linlte in a single chain: 

'ye were enlightened, and ta.sted ..•• the heavenly g1ft.••l6 

Thus, 1n the bel1et of the Catacombs' Ohr1st1ane the two 

sacraments eaa117 tuaed into a unity. By Baptism the soul 

was borr, into Christ; by the Eucharist the new lite was 

nourished and sustained. 

Portrayal& of the Eucharist are also inseparably bound 

up with the doctrine of the Resurrection, especially a1noe 

the frescoes were painted in oemeter1ee. The Resurrection 

and the immortal lite with Christ are probably the most dom­

inant themes 1n the a.rt and epitaphs of the Oataoombe. 

Right 1n the galleries ot the dead, then, the Eucharist ia 

pictured: 

14t'7f.\l ter Lowrie, Art J.B. the Earlt Ohurch ( .Pe.ntheon 
BoQks, 194?); p . 72. 

1Sl!,.a. , II, 9:3. 

' l6we1dl•, ,22. AU.· , p. 24. 



•••• for the Euohar1at was believed to br1ng eternal 
life not only to the soul of the commun1oant, but to 
his body a.lso •••• so St. Ignat1ua: •areak1ng one bread 
which 1e the med1o1ne of immortality, and the anti­
dote that we should not d1e but live forever 1n Jeau1 
Christ. 111? · 

Oullma.nn, now teaching at Base+• 1n d1eouaa1ng the a1gn1t1-

oe.nce ot the Euoha;r1et in the early Ohurch, speaks of the 

Joy the Ohr1st1ans h~d 1n eating w1th Ohr~st while eating 

with their bi-others and H •••• de rappeler de nouveau q~e la 
\ I I J 

Sa1nte-Cene a ete dans la prim1t1ve Eglise, une tete de . la 
I 

resurreqt109. '' Furtb.ermore • the Eucha.?'1st naa 11 
•••• comme 

une ant1c1pat1on de son (Christ's) retour mess1an1que 

d~f1n1t1r.ul8 S1noe the Communion was with the living 

Christ. the Sacrament relates 1tselt to His Resurrection 

and 11po1nts toward •••• the complete fellowship vi th Christ 

1n the tuture."19 

17Gladys Mary Bevan, Ea.rlY Ohf1at1an1 SJ!. Rome (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1927, P• ·97. 

180. · ·Cullmann, t1La S1gn1f1cat1on de la Sainte-Oene dana 
le Ohr1st1a.n1s1'e Pr1m1t1f,." ReyµQ .sl!,'H1ato1re .ll. Ph1loaoph1e, 
XVI (Janv1er-Fevr1er; 1936), 22. 

l9RagnP..-r Bring, it'l'he Lord'• Supper - lts O;r1g1n and 
61gn1t1oance, • Auns·tana Qu1rtaz:b;, XIX (October, 1940) • 
297. ' 



A. The Chapels ot the Sacraments 1n 

the Catacombs ot· et. Callixtus 

l. Fresco: Seven Men Partake of a Eucharistic Meal 

In the Catacombs of St. Call1xtua are round several 

cubieula which, because of the Jlature of their tresooes, 

have been termed the Chapels .2.l the Sacra.manta. In the moat 

noteworthy of these paintings there are unmistakable refer-
/ 

ences to the Eucharist, even though. as Louis Breh1er 1nt11-
' \ cates, 1111 ne faut pas chercher da.l'\8 oea celebres 'Champrea 

I f . I 
des Saorements• un expose systemat1que de la doctrine theo-

log1que des sacrements."20 

The most famous scene (Figure 6) depicts seven men 

wearing tunics, 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 subJect is repeated 

in other cha.mbere, with varying numbers of baskets.) Ac­

cording to Northcote and Brownlow, this appears to be a 

literal representation ot the events in·Chapter 21 of the 

Gospel ot St. John, where Ohr1st provides a meal .. for the 

dlsciplea on the share of the sea ot 'l1ber1aa.21 

2oLou1s ar~bier, ~'art Ohr~t1en (Paris, 1918), p. 48. 

21n f! II 67 -·~·. . . 
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Fig. 6. Fresco: Seven Men Partake of a Eucharistic Meal. 

"" ~ 
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St. Augustine explains this miraculous meal: when 

Christ placed the f1ah upon the burning coals tor the d1a­

o1plea, 1t was really a portraJal of H1mselt who had suf­

fered: 11P1se1s assus, Chr1stus passus." Christ is also the 

bread that came down from heaven. Furthermore: 

The fish caught by the apostles are the Ohuroh, wh1oh 
must be incorporated into Christ, 1n order to become 
a partaker or everlasting happiness; we ourselves •••• 
are represented by those even d1sc1plea •••• that we too 
have a share 1n so great a Sacrament. 

With this story St. John concludes hls Gospel, bec.ause 1t 

forms a connection from the earthly to the heavenly (1.e., 

on account of the euchar1st1o 1mpl1cat1ons 1n it) in a 

mys tical manner. In the Eucharist we have a tore~~ate ot 

the fuller 11te 1n heaven. And this interpretation was al­

most unanimous with the Fathera.22 

Barnes be·a.ra out this general interpretation: "Once 

again the Father• explain the p1cture, and tell us that the 

fish roasted on the ashes 1s Obrist Himselt.•2) The constant 

use ot the number seven in th1a and eim1lar treecoee further 

endorses a euchar1at1o explanation. In the e7mbol1em ot the 

early Christians that number indicated un1veraal1t7; • •••• in 

the present instance 1t 1mpl1ed tbat at the Banquet ot ,he 

22!12li., PP• 68-9., 
2'Arthur Stap7l.ton Barnea, %b!. BlarlY Oh!i§oh 1n !Al. 

L1ggt ,2t lb!. f.DW!11nt1 (Nev York: Longman.;:reen, and 
Gompany ,. 191) · , p. 130. 



iucharist •••• all the Ohr1atians throughout the entire world 

par.take."24 

Bread and fish are the two great a7mbols ot the Euohar-

1st in the Catacombs. These not too thickly Te1led symbol• 

of course reter to Obrist: bread, because ot its nour1sh-

1ng qual1t7 for the body and the soul, since Ohr1at aa1d, 

"I am the bread of life" (John 6:35), and the fish, because 

the Greek word for fish is an acrostic formed from the 

1n1 t1ale of the motto, Jesus Chrigt, §.gJl 9L !gA, Savior: 

'I14C O'Y'C.. = Jesua 

X'P,cTO c. = Christ 

0EOY' -::. of God 

Ttoc. -:;.. Son 
CD.TH? 

savior -:;.. 

Marucch1 stresses this symbolism very clearly: "Na 11 peace 

un1to al pane acqu1eta un s1gn1t1cate epeo1ale e rappreaenta 

senza dubbio l 1Euoar1at1a.•2S 

German scholars of the nineteenth century, it goea with­

out saying, could not permit a view quite so sacramental to 

pass unchallenged. Hana Aohel1a, who meticulously 1nveat1-

24Joaeph Huasle1n, 
P •• r. Kennedy and Sons, 

2Soraz1o Maruoch1, 
{Second Ed1t1on; Roma: 

The !i!!u. 9.t. l!1!. Apostle§ ( Mew York: 
1929), p. 291~ 

.b!. Oataoombe d .ll. P;cotea~antea1mo 
F. Pustet, 1911), p. 38. 
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gated the t1sh symbolism of the Cataoomba.26 disagrees that 

this soene has John 21 as its basis. Attempting to retute 

De Rossi (who established the traditional view), he con­

tinues: 

Von diesem Punkte aue l!sst er s1oh den weiteren Weg 
seiner Interpretation vorsohreiben durch d1e Aeuaeer­
ungen zwe1er Sohr1tteteller dee ~'dntten Jahrhunderta 
~ber d1eees· Galil!1eche Mahl: Pseudo-Prosper und 
Augustin. Ereterer w1rd talach c1t1ert und talsoh ver­
stnnden, indem 1hm in den Mund gelegt wird, Jenee Mahl 
der Jdnger se1 ein Typus des A'\nndmahls. Augustin 
deutet w1rkl1ch d1e s1eben J'dnger als die gesa.mmt-
heit der K1rohe; Fisch und ·Brot ala Chr1atue; die 
euchar1st1sohe Auttaesung des Mahles wird auch 1hm mit 
Unrecht be1gelegt.2? 

Aohel1s obJects to torc1ng upon a third century fresco the 

allegor1oal interpretation of a fifth century wr1ter, 

Augustine. Ultimately, he thinks this treaco has a number 

of references: 

Die dre1 symbolisohen Stdcke dee Bildes •••• sind alao 
auf zwe1 reduziert: aut die durch die Sieben s7mbol-
1s1erte K1rohe, und ~ie in den K!rben und Fisohen an­
gedeutete "wunderbare Spe1s-ung • .,. Der Maler dachte 
sich die ganze K1rche ala te1lnehmend an der vunder­
baren Speisung.28 

26nana Achel1s • Da1 Symbol SU F\1qhe1 lU'.li .au. fie@ ... 
Szenkm!ler .2&Z R&maischen K_!,takoJlll>eff (Marburg: N. th El­
wert 'ache Verlagabuohhandlung, 18 8). 

27~ •• p. 77. 
28 
~- ·· y. 81. 



Greater evidence, however, 11e& with the sacramental ex­

planation which has been presented. '!'he very function ot 

such a fresco 1n a cemetery where worship was conducted 

would argue 1n favor ot a euohar1at1c s1gn1t1cance end not, 

as Achel1s contends, of only a representation ot one ot 

Christ's mir:;;oulous feedings of bread and fish. 

2. Fresco: Tripod, Man, and Orane. 

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 sttinds a man clothed 1n a loose tunic. Apparently he 

is blessing the t1sh and bread with his right hand, which is 

pointing to the table. To the ;-1ght ot the tripod atanda 

an orana, a woman 1n the anoien·t attitude ot prayer, her 

arms outstretched. This fresco, represented 1n Figure?, 

1s one of several similar groups which have no spec1t1c 

Biblical reference. Obviously the art1at had a particular 

purpose 1n mind: since there ie no direct h1ator1cal oon­

nect1on, this must be s7D1bolism intended to convey some 

doctrine. 

They were signs ot rel1gl.o~s 1deaa and truths, rather 
than imitations or taotaJ 1n a word, they were s7mbol-
1cal, or as Raoul Rochette oalla them,. 1deograph1cal 
pa1nt1nga, not h1ator1cal.29 



• 

39 

When aligned with the other deooratione ot bread and 

fish in the Ohapels of the Saoramente, it is at once clear 

that these soenea point to the Eucharist. Thia oonst1tutea 

the prevalent view. For 1nstanoe, Marucch1 declares this 

fresco to represent • •••• the Eucharistic sacr1t1ce in the 

very moment of Consecration when the bread becomea 
I 

~ Ift;u.s This 1s plainly a Roman Oathol1c statement 

of transubstant1at1on; regardless of the theological subtle­

ties involved, though, this picture still ev1dentl7 1mpl1ea 

a blea.s1ng or consecration or the euohar1st1o elements. 

l~aruoch1 goes on to announce that the t1gure of the praying 

woman symbolizes the Church praying from 11 •••• the altar ot 

the Eucharistic Sacr1f1ce."31 To complete this viewpoint, 

Barnes even sees the tripod as a new euchar1st1o symbol 

representing the altar; 1n tact, the tripod also raters to 

the Tr1n1t;r.32 

In opposition to the foregoing, Paul Styger, a German 

scholar ot recent times, 1ns1sts tlatl7! 

Nur e1ne erkilnatelte Deuterei konnte auch die 'dblichen 
Totenma.hlszenen und den Tr1podua m1t Broten und F1sohen 
aut die Euohar1st1ete1er oder die Jdnger am See 

:3°Marucch1, Tho ~y1deng. a.tlb.11 Catacombs. p. 36. 

'.31,WA. ' p.. ,1. 
32Barnea, .2R• .9.&1. , p. 129 • 


