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The Catacombs, Martyrdom, and the Reform of Art in Post-Tridentine 
Rome:  

Picturing Continuity with the Christian Past 

 

Kelley Clark Magill, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor:  Louis A. Waldman  

 

The fortuitous discovery of early Christian images adorning the catacombs on Via 

Salaria in 1578 enabled scholars to address urgent, contemporary problems concerning 

the Catholic tradition of image veneration, which had been attacked by Protestant 

iconoclasts. Although the catacombs had been important devotional sites for the cult of 

martyrs and relics throughout the Middle Ages, the 1578 catacomb discovery was the 

first time that Romans connected the catacombs with the early Christian cult of images. 

Only after 1578 did scholars and antiquarians begin to collect and study early Christian 

frescoes and antiquities found in Rome’s numerous catacomb sites. Their research 

culminated in the publication of Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea (1635), the first 

treatise on the Roman catacombs. After the Council of Trent (1545–1563), Catholic 

scholarship on the catacombs defended the early Christian origins of the cult of martyrs, 

relics, and images. I argue that the Tridentine Church’s claim of continuity motivated the 

study of early Christian art in the catacombs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. By critically evaluating images and archeological sources to support an 

interpretation of the Church as semper eadem (ever the same), Bosio and his sixteenth-
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century predecessors contributed to the development of modern historical and 

archeological methods.  

This dissertation explores the juxtaposition of imaginative and analytical 

interpretations of the Roman catacombs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. Early modern descriptions of the catacombs characterize these burial sites as 

emotive worship spaces for the early Church that evoked Christian suffering, martyrdom, 

and devotion to the cult of saints. I argue that the gruesome martyrdom imagery 

commissioned to decorate S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo in the last two 

decades of the sixteenth century imaginatively recreated what contemporaries thought 

early Christian worship would have been like in the catacombs. As the first in-depth 

study to consider the relationship between the exploration of the catacombs and the first 

large-scale martyrdom cycles in the late sixteenth century, this dissertation demonstrates 

how vivid pictorial imagination of the Christian past inspired the early Christian revival 

movement in post-Tridentine Rome. 
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Introduction:  
Imagining the Origins of Christian Art in the Catacombs 

 

The fortuitous discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria in 1578 enabled 

scholars to address urgent problems concerning the Catholic tradition of image 

veneration, which had been attacked by Protestant iconoclasts.1 Although, as we shall 

see, several of the catacombs had remained accessible since antiquity, for many centuries 

past they had been perceived primarily as mines of relics. The early Christian frescoes 

and other antiquities found in Rome’s cemeteries received little attention from pilgrims or 

scholars prior to the discovery of the painted catacombs in 1578, despite earlier 

knowledge of early Christian art in other known catacomb sites.2 Sixteenth-century 

reports about the discovery on Via Salaria were the first descriptions of the catacombs — 

with the exception of Hymn XI of the Peristephanon by Prudentius (c. 348–413) — to 

address the early Christian paintings that adorned the Roman catacombs.3 Encouraged by 

the discovery of venerable Christian images in the catacombs on Via Salaria, scholars 

subsequently explored additional sites in the Roman suburbs. Over fifty years of research 

on the catacombs culminated in the work of Antonio Bosio (1575–1629) and his 

posthumous publication of Roma sotterranea (1635), the first treatise on the catacombs.4 

                                                
1 For an analysis of image theology during the Reformation period, see Giovanni Scavizzi, The 
Controversy on Images from Calvin to Baronius (New York: Peter Lang, 1992). On the 1578 discovery on 
Via Salaria, see Roberto Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba sotto la vigna Sanchez e la nascita degli 
studi d’antichità cristiane,” Rivista di archeologia cristiana 83 (2007): 277-315. 
2 John Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages,” Papers of the British School at Rome 53 
(1985): 278-328; Irina Taissa Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs from the Age of 
Constantine to the Renaissance” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2003). 
3 Oryshkevich, “History of the Roman Catacombs” 76-77; Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144, in 
Prudentius II, Loeb Classical Library 398, trans. H. J. Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1953), 312-315.   
4 The exploration of the catacombs in the late sixteenth century will be discussed in Chapters Three and 
Four. Bosio’s Roma sotterranea is the topic of Chapter Seven. Antonio Bosio, Roma sotterranea (Rome: 
Guglielmo Facciotti, 1635).  
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This dissertation argues that the defense and reform of sacred art in post-Tridentine Rome 

motivated the critical analysis of catacomb images and that these developments in turn 

affected Counter-Reformation art and contributed to the advancement of modern 

historical methods.  

The Counter-Reformation defense and reform of the cult of saints, relics, and 

sacred images encouraged historians to study not only early Christian texts but also 

images to find evidence supporting the continuity of Catholic tradition.5 In Liturgy, 

Sanctity, and History in Tridentine Italy, Simon Ditchfield argued “the theme of 

continuity may be said to constitute the guiding principle behind all the liturgical, 

hagiographical and historiographical research during the period.”6 Continuity was also a 

guiding principle in the development of early modern Christian archeology and the 

reform of sacred art following the Council of Trent (1545–1563).7 First, Catholic 

polemics defending the early Christian origins of the cult of images motivated the study 

of sacred art in the catacombs in post-Tridentine Rome.8 Second, the conviction that 

Catholic tradition originated in the apostolic era and continued throughout the history of 
                                                
5 My argument addresses both the Catholic response to Protestant polemics (Counter-Reformation) and 
internal Catholic reform movements (Catholic Reformation). Therefore, both names are appropriate for my 
consideration of sacred art in the late sixteenth century. I use both terms throughout this dissertation. 
However, when speaking generally about Catholicism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, I have 
followed John W. O’Malley’s recommendation of the term early modern Catholicism. For a thoughtful 
discussion about the problematic nature of naming the Catholic side of the Reformation, see John W. 
O’Malley, Trent and All That: Renaming Catholicism in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2000).  
6 Simon Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History in Tridentine Italy: Pietro Maria Campi and the 
Preservation of the Particular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 35. 
7 The Council of Trent repeatedly affirmed the claim of unbroken continuity in Catholic tradition, which 
was a guiding principle for subsequent Catholic reform movements. In his study on the Council of Trent, 
John O’Malley identified the explicit claim of continuity as a distinguishing feature of the Council: “No 
previous council had ever so often and so explicitly insisted on its teaching’s continuity with the authentic 
Christian past. Trent thus helped develop the Catholic mindset reluctant to admit change in the course of 
church history, a mindset that more fully crystallized a little later with works like Cardinal Cesare 
Baronio’s Ecclesiastical Annals.” John W. O’Malley, Trent : What Happened at the Council (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2013), 288. 
8 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 149-185.  
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the Church enabled early modern Catholics to make ahistorical and imaginative leaps in 

their interpretations of the catacombs.9 Sixteenth-century Catholics visited the catacombs 

to honor Rome’s early Christian martyrs; they envisioned their affective spiritual 

exercises at the tombs of the martyrs as a continuation of early Christian devotional 

practices.10 As early Christian sites that evoked Christian suffering, martyrdom, and 

devotion to the cult of saints, the catacombs were ideal models for post-Tridentine 

Catholic reform movements based on the continuity of tradition.11 As I will argue, the 

complex martyrdom imagery commissioned to decorate S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. 

Nereo e Achilleo in the last two decades of the sixteenth century was an imaginative 

recreation of the devotional setting of the catacombs.12  

Early Christian texts and archeological evidence presented different views on the 

early Christian church’s position on sacred art and idolatry.13 Within the context of 
                                                
9 Late medieval affective meditation on the suffering of Christ is a precursor to the imaginative and 
emotionally charged early modern devotional practices honoring the martyrs in Rome’s catacombs. In her 
study on late medieval devotional practices, Sara McNamer defined affective meditation as “scripts for the 
performance of feeling.” See Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval 
Compassion, The Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 12. 
10 On early modern devotions in the catacomb promoted by St. Filippo Neri, see Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, 
“San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano e le origini dell'archeologia cristiana,” in San Filippo 
Neri nella realtà romana del XVI secolo: Atti del Convegno di studio in occasione del IV centenario della 
morte di San Filippo Neri (1595-1995): Roma, 11-13 maggio 1995, Miscellanea della Società Romana di 
Storia Patria 39, ed. Maria Teresa Bonadonna Russo and Niccolò Del Re (Rome: Società Romana di Storia 
Patria, 2000), 105-130. 
11 On early modern interpretations of the catacombs as sacred spaces that inspired affective devotions, see 
pages 90-95 and pages 107-136 in Chapter Three below.  
12 In Chapters Five and Six of this dissertation, the restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo in the 1580s by the 
Jesuit Order and the renovation of SS. Nereo e Achilleo under the patronage of Cardinal Cesare Baronio 
will serve as case studies for how Christian archeology and the scholarship of early Christian art in the 
catacombs influenced martyrdom imagery and the reform of sacred art in post-Tridentine Rome.  
13 Paul Corby Finney, The Invisible God: The Earliest Christians on Art (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994). Finney addressed the development of early Christian art in the catacombs in light of criticism 
of Greek art by apologists such as Minucius, Clement, and Tertullian.  He argued that the condemnation of 
Greek art and the decoration of the early Christian catacombs were not contradictory but were both part of 
the early Church’s efforts to form a distinct Christian identity.  A key aspect of Finney’s argument is the 
claim that prior to the third century Christians did not have an active or lasting visual culture because they 
lacked the necessary public presence, property, and capital to commission art. My introduction to the early 
Christian origins of the controversy over images is based on Finney’s scholarship.  
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Reformation Europe, both Protestant iconoclasts and Catholic iconophiles found early 

Christian sources to support their opposing arguments about sacred art. Protestant 

historians used early Christian texts discussing the dangers of images and idolatry to 

promote iconoclasm and the removal of images from churches.14 At the same time, early 

modern Catholic antiquarians and scholars studied early Christian art in the Roman 

catacombs to defend their arguments that the early Christians had not been iconoclasts 

but had in fact created and used sacred images.15 An introduction to the early Christian 

texts and images that informed debates about the origins of Christian art during the 

Reformation reveals the ways in which confessional positions influenced early modern 

scholarship on church history.  

 

THE EARLY CHRISTIAN ORIGINS OF THE CONTROVERSY OVER IMAGES  

The debate about whether the early Church was iconophobic has its roots in the 

Jewish proscription against idol worship in the second commandment, which stated, 

“Thou shalt not make to thyself a graven thing, nor the likeness of any thing that is in 

heaven above, or in the earth beneath, nor of those things that are in the waters under the 

earth.”16 This text, central to the controversy over the proper role of art and images in 

both Jewish and Christian traditions, has inspired diverse interpretations. Because the 

early Church did not have a distinct visual culture in the first and second centuries, some 

modern scholars have argued that early Christians rejected the creation and use of 

religious images based on the law against idolatry.17  

                                                
14 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 149-166.  
15 Ibid., 167-185.  
16 Exod. 20: 4 (Douay-Rheims Bible).  
17 Finney, The Invisible God, 7-10. Finney reviews the scholarship of Hugo Koch and Theodor Klauser 
from the early and mid twentieth century; he describes their roles in promoting the argument that the early 
Church was aniconic. Hugo Koch, Die altchristliche Bilderfrage nach den literarischen Quellen, 



 5 

Religious apologetics were the primary literary form in which early Christians 

addressed the issue of images and idolatry.18 Early Christian apologists responded to 

Greco-Roman prejudices and accusations that the early Church promoted atheism, 

superstition, and sexual misconduct.19 These allegations prompted Christian apologists to 

address the issues of religious art and idolatry. In addition to defending Christian doctrine 

and worship practices, Christian apologists attacked the traditions and culture of their 

persecutors. They criticized Greek art and idolatrous practices as a means of refuting 

similar accusations against the Christians. By highlighting superstitious elements of 

pagan cult practices regarding art, the apologists exploited Greek prejudice against 

popular religion and superstition, issues that were also of great concern for sixteenth-

century Protestant reformers.20  

                                                
Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 27 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1917); Theodor Klauser, “Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte der christlichen Kunst,” Jahrbuch 
für Antike und Christentum 1 (1958): 20-51; 2 (1959) 115-145; 3 (1960): 112-133; 4 (1961):128-145; 
5(1962):113-124; 6 (1963): 71-100; 7 (1964): 67-76; 8-9 (1965-1966): 126-170; 10 (1967): 82-120. I rely 
on Finney’s analysis of Klauser’s and Koch’s work.  
18 For an analysis of the literary context of the discussion of idolatry in these early Christian apologetics, 
see Finney, The Invisible God, 39-68. Early Christian apologetics that address issues of idolatry include: 
Tertullian, De idolatria, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae vol. 1, trans. Jan Hendrik Waszinik and 
Jacobus Cornelis Marian van Winden (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1987); Marcus Minucius Felix, Octavius, 
Collection des universités de France, ed. Jean Beaujeu (Paris: Société d'édition, “Les Belles Lettres,” 
1964); Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus und Paedagogus, 3rd ed., Die griechischen christlichen 
Schriftsteller der ersten drei Jahrhunderte, ed. Otto Stählin (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1972); Origen, 
Contra Celsum, Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten [drei] Jahrhunderte 2-3, ed. Paul von 
Koetschau (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1899); Justin, Apologia I, Corpus apologetarum christianorum saeculi 
secundi, ed. Johann Karl Theodor Otto (Wiesbaden: Dr. Martin Sändig, 1969); Theophilus, Ad Autolycum, 
Oxford Early Christian Texts, ed. Robert M. Grant (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970); Athenagoras, Legatio 
and De Resurrectione, Oxford Early Christian Texts, ed. William R. Schoedel (Oxford: Claredon Press, 
1972); Anonymous, À Diognète, Sources chrétiennes 33, ed. Henri Irénée Marrou (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 
1951). I have not personally studied all of the above sources but rely on Finney’s analysis of these texts.  
19 Finney, The Invisible God, 18. To their contemporaries who observed traditional Greco-Roman pagan 
religious practices, the early Christians appeared to be atheists because they would not worship the gods 
and Caesar. Similar accusations had been made against the Jews in the ancient Greco-Roman world. The 
origins of these claims regarding superstition and sexual misconduct are more difficult to identify.  
20 Ibid., 30–31.  
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In sixteenth-century Protestant scholarship as well as more recent literature, these 

early Christian critiques of Greek art and idolatry have often been interpreted as evidence 

that the leaders of the early Church rejected images.21 However, Paul Finney 

demonstrated that some scholarly literature on overlooked the rhetorical context of these 

early Christian critiques of Greek art and idolatry, which were part of a larger argument. 

By attacking the superstitious and idolatrous nature of Greek religion, Christian 

apologists sought to defend Christians who refused to worship images of pagan gods and 

the Emperor.22 Finney argued that early Christian apologetics against Greek art and 

idolatry did not reflect the early Church’s views on images; rather, these arguments were 

part of a broader rhetorical attack on Greek culture.23 However, a decontextualized 

reading of early Christian apologetics on idolatry gave sixteenth-century Protestant 

polemicists authoritative sources with which to promote iconoclasm.  

Early Christian texts and the archeological record reveal contradictions regarding 

the views of the early Church on religious images and idolatry, fueling centuries of 

debate over the proper role of art in Christian worship. In the first and second centuries 

Christians distinguished themselves through literature and apologetics, but not through a 

distinct material culture.24 This changed in the third century, which marked a turning 

point for Roman Christians who gained access to property and had a more public 

presence that facilitated artistic patronage.25 Under the Severan emperors’ policies of 

religious tolerance in the late second to the early third century, early Christian and Jewish 

communities in the Roman Empire created art, which suggests that both communities 

                                                
21 Ibid., 3-10. Early modern Protestant arguments against the creation and use sacred art will be discussed 
further in Chapter One of this dissertation.  
22 Ibid., 39-88. 
23 Ibid., 58.  
24 Ibid., 99-145. 
25 Ibid., 146-152.  
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accommodated the second commandment by distinguishing images from idols.26 The 

existence of Christian art in the Roman catacombs from the early third centuries supports 

the argument that the early Christians had not been iconoclasts but had in fact begun 

developing a distinctive Christian iconography prior to the legalization of Christianity 

with the Edict of Milan in 313 under Emperor Constantine (c. 272–337).  

The early Christian images found in the catacombs discovered on Via Salaria in 

1578 inspired sixteenth-century Catholic scholars to develop a new mode of inquiry for 

interpreting early Christian practices and beliefs regarding religious art, capable of 

challenging Protestant arguments that the early Church rejected the use of images. Early 

modern Catholics, however, made ahistorical arguments about the catacombs to defend 

the continuity of Catholic tradition and promote the cults of martyrs, relics, and images. 

Modern scholarship on the Roman catacombs has dispelled myths about these sites that 

were promulgated by both Catholic and Protestant polemicists during the Counter-

Reformation.  

 
THE ROMAN CATACOMBS (C. 200–1500): BURIAL SPACE TO PILGRIMAGE SITE 

Although sixteenth-century antiquarians assumed that the paintings they 

discovered in the catacombs dated to the apostolic era,27 modern scholars have 

determined that the frescoes in the catacombs represent the development of Christian art 

                                                
26 André Grabar, Early Christian Art; From the Rise of Christianity to the Death of Theodosius, trans. 
Stuart Gilbert and James Emmons (New York: Odyssey Press, 1968), 3; W. Barnes Tatum, “The LXX 
Version of the Second Commandment (Ex. 20: 3-6 = Deut. 5: 7-10): A Polemic against Idols, Not Images,” 
Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic and Roman Periods 17, no. 2 (1986): 177-195.  
27 Amy K. Hirschfeld, “An Overview of the Intellectual History of Catacomb Archaeology,” in 
Commemorating the Dead: Texts and Artifacts in Context: Studies of Roman, Jewish, and Christian 
Burials, ed. Laurie Brink and Deborah Green (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 11-38; Oryshkevich, “The 
History of the Roman Catacombs,” 93-94.  
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over at least seven centuries.28 The earliest catacombs used by the Christian community 

in Rome developed in the late second and early third century.29 The earliest catacomb 

frescoes depicting Christian narratives and symbols, which date to the early third century, 

are in the catacombs of St. Callixtus near the Via Appia (Fig. 1).30 The catacombs of St. 

Callixtus were controlled by the bishop of Rome; they were one of the first burial sites to 

be associated exclusively with Rome’s Christian community. Following the legalization 

of Christianity in 313, the rapidly growing Christian community in Rome built several 

new catacombs and expanded earlier sites.31 Thus most of the catacombs in Rome are 

from the fourth and fifth centuries; sixteenth- to nineteenth-century scholarship, however, 

dated the catacomb paintings to the pre-Constantinian early Christian era.32 Not until the 

early twentieth century was this dating questioned; Paul Styger redated early Christian 

paintings in the catacombs to the post-Constantinian era.33  

                                                
28 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 97; Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the 
Middle Ages,” 278-328.  
29 On the origins of the Roman catacombs, see Paul Styger, “Heidnische und christliche Katakomben,” in 
Pisciculi: Studien zur Religion und Kultur des Altertums, ed. Franz Joseph Dölger, Theodor Klauser 
Klauser and Adolf Rücker (Münster: Aschendorff, 1939), 266-275; Hugo Brandenburg, “Überlegungen zu 
Ursprung und Entstehung der Katakomben Roms,” in Vivarium: Festschrift Theodor Klauser zum 90. 
Geburtstag, Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum, Ergänzungsband 11, ed. Ernst Dassmann and Klaus 
Thraede (Münster: Aschendorff, 1984), 11-49; Umberto M. Fasola and Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, “Le 
necropolis durante la formazione della città Cristiana,” in Actes du XIe Congrès International d’Archéologie 
Chrètienne (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 1989), vol. 2, 1151-1205; Vincenzo 
Fiocchi Nicolai, ed., Origine delle catacombe romane: Atti della giornata tematica dei seminari di 
archeologia cristiana (Roma, 21 marzo 2005), Sussidi allo studio delle antichità cristiane 18 (Vatican City: 
Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 2006). 
30 On the oldest burial nuclei at the catacombs of Callixtus and plans of Area I, see Finney, The Invisible 
God, 154-160; and Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, “Relire Styger: Les origins de l’Area I du cimitière da 
Calliste et la crypte des papes,” in Origine delle catacombe romane, 121-161. 
31 Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, Strutture funerarie ed edifici di culto paleocristiani di Roma dal IV al VI 
secolo, Studi e ricerche 3 (Vatican City: Istituto Grafico Editoriale Romano, 2001).  
32 For a review of early modern scholarship that dated the catacombs to the pre-Constantinian era, see Amy 
K. Hirschfeld, “An Overview of the Intellectual History of Catacomb Archaeology,” 11-38. 
33 Paul Styger, “Die altchristliche Kunst. Grundlegende Erörterungen über die Methode der Datierung und 
Auslegung,” Zeitschrift für Katholische Theologie 53 (1929): 545-563. 
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The catacombs remained active burial sites until the sixth century; however, they 

continued to be important pilgrimage sites for the cult of martyrs and relics until the 

eighth century. Activity in the catacombs declined when the translation of relics from the 

catacombs to churches within the city walls began on a large scale under Pope Paul I 

(757–767).34 As devotion to the cult of saints and relics became widespread in the early 

Middle Ages, recognizable imagery of the Virgin Mary and saints began to appear in the 

catacombs.35 The development of Christian iconography in the catacombs reflects the 

changing uses of these spaces from burial sites to pilgrimage destinations for the early 

cult of martyrs, and thus the images of saints belong to the sixth and seventh centuries. 

In ancient Rome, cemeteries were only permitted outside the city walls. When the 

above ground cemeteries along the major Roman roads became overcrowded, the ancient 

Romans expanded burial sites by creating an intricate maze of underground catacombs 

carved out of tufa, a soft volcanic rock that was easy to work but hardened when exposed 

to air.36 The catacombs are a series of underground passageways with modest shelf-like 

graves, called loculi, carved into the walls and stacked along the galleries. Small burial 

chambers, called cubiculi, radiate from the galleries and once held the tombs of more 

wealthy families in arched niches, called arcosolia, within the walls of the room.37  

Sixteenth-century Catholic antiquarians and scholars often assumed that the early 

Christians painted the cubiculi because they had gathered in these secluded chambers 

during persecutions to worship and honor the relics of the martyrs.38 Were the images 

                                                
34 Osborne, “The Roman catacombs in the Middle Ages,” 287-288;  
35 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 97-98.  
36 Gioacchino de Angelis d’Ossat, La geologia delle catacombe romane (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di 
Archeologia Cristiana, 1943). 
37 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs”, 10-11.  
38 For a discussion of early modern views on the use of the Roman catacombs and the clandestine nature of 
these sites, see Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56 (2009): 178.   
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adorning the walls of the catacombs meant to transform these underground tombs into 

modest chapels? Early modern Catholic scholars frequently posed this question; they 

considered Christian art in the catacombs as evidence that these burial spaces had been 

repurposed by early Christians as clandestine worship spaces.39 But modern scholarship 

has shown that such repurposing was unlikely.40 While Christians may have sought 

refuge in the catacombs on rare occasions, these spaces could not accommodate large 

gatherings; no evidence exists to prove that members of the Roman church regularly 

worshiped here. As previously noted, most of the catacomb sites in Rome were built after 

Christians had the freedom to worship in public. Moreover, other faith groups also used 

the catacombs. The Roman catacombs developed in an era of religious pluralism; in the 

third and fourth centuries, pagans, Jews, and Christians were often buried side-by-side.41  

The development of the catacombs coincided with the rise of Christianity, but the 

new religion was not responsible for this change in burial practice. Broader cultural 

movements in late antique Rome contributed to the transition from private family tombs 

and columbaria, sepulchral vaults used to hold funeral urns containing the ashes of the 

cremated dead, to group burials in the catacombs. Population growth resulting from the 

widespread immigration of people from the Roman Empire’s eastern territories to the 

capital made this transition from private to communal burials necessary.42 The 
                                                
39 Early modern interpretations of the catacombs as devotional space will be discussed in Chapters Three, 
Four, and Seven.  
40 Although Christians celebrated funerary rituals in the catacombs, private homes served as sites for 
worship and communal gatherings for the early Church. See L. Michael White, The Social Origins of 
Christian Architecture (Valley Forge: Trinity Press, 1996); Robin M. Jensen, “Dining with the Dead: From 
the Mensa to the Altar in Christian Late Antiquity,” in Commemorating the Dead, 107-142. 
41 Mark Joseph Johnson, “Pagan-Christian Burial Practices of the Fourth Century: Shared Tombs?” 
Journal of Early Christian Studies 5, no. 1 (1997): 37-59; Ja! Elsner, “Archaeologies and Agendas: 
Reflections on Late Ancient Jewish Art and Early Christian Art,” The Journal of Roman Studies 93 (2003): 
114-128. 
42 On the nature of change in fourth-century Rome, see Peter Robert Lamont Brown, Authority and the 
Sacred: Aspects of the Christianization of the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995); Peter Lampe, Christians at Rome in the First Two Centuries: From Paul to Valentinus, trans. 
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underground passages that comprised the catacombs were loosely-defined, expandable 

spaces that accommodated a greater number of burials. John Bodel has argued that the 

catacombs expanded opportunities for burial space, allowing more people to purchase 

tombs.43 In contrast to columbaria or private family tombs, the catacombs did not have 

boundaries or limits on how many people could be buried within the complex.44  

Changes in funerary practices and burials were based on shifting economic and 

social structures in the late Roman Empire. In the first to the third century, the collegia — 

legally recognized Roman associations that were capable of owning property — replaced 

the responsibilities of private families for providing respectable burials for all social 

classes within their households.45 Rather than relying on wealthy families to care for the 

tombs or burial sites of their relatives and servants, the collegia created an institutional 

system that could accommodate the burials of a large, diverse population.  Private, 

wealthy individuals served in the collegia and thus exerted funerary patronage, but the 

collegia allowed for greater participation in funerary patronage than the earlier family-

driven system.  Within this context, however, Roman Christians could gather families or 

smaller communities in separate cubiculi and decorate these spaces. Traditionally, the 

paintings adorning a particular cubiculum in the catacombs identified the patron’s socio-

economic status and presented an opportunity to depict scenes that represented beliefs 

about the afterlife, creating an appropriate setting for funerary rituals.46  
                                                
Michael Steinhauser, ed. Marshall D. Johnson (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003); Laurie Brink and 
Deborah Green, eds., Commemorating the Dead: Texts and Artifacts in Context: Studies of Roman, Jewish, 
and Christian Burials (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008); Kimberly Daine Bowes, Private Worship, Public 
Values, and Religious Change in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
43 John Bodel, “From Columbaria to Catacombs: Collective Burial in Pagan and Christian Rome,” in 
Commemorating the Dead, 177-242.  
44 Ibid., 219-225. 
45 Ibid., 179-181, 227-232.  
46 Finney, The Invisible God, 229-230; André Grabar, Christian Iconography: A Study of Its Origins, 
Bollingen Series 35, The A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts 10, trans. Terry Grabar (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1968). 
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The earliest Christian images in the catacombs of St. Callixtus conformed to late 

antique styles of painting; these early third-century images included multi-purpose 

figures and symbols familiar to us from late antique workshops.47 For example, narrative 

scenes portraying the Hebrew prophet Jonah reclining after emerging from the mouth of 

the great fish used the imagery of Endymion reclining (Figs. 2–3). Endymion’s state of 

endless sleep served as an allegory for death and the afterlife, making this a popular 

mythological subject in Roman funerary art.48 Early Christian depictions of Christ as the 

Good Shepherd borrowed a popular form of pastoral imagery (Fig. 4), which also 

appeared in ancient Roman houses on Palatine Hill.49 Although early Christian images in 

the catacombs adapted traditional Roman painting styles and iconographic models, they 

gave these forms new meaning.  

The biblical narratives and symbols depicted often centered on the theme of 

salvation and deliverance from violence and suffering.50 The commonly represented 

narrative scenes from the Hebrew Scriptures included moments of deliverance that 

foreshadowed Jesus’ resurrection, such as Abraham’s near sacrifice of Isaac, Daniel in 

the lions’ den, or Jonah being cast from the mouth of the great fish (Figs. 5–7). New 

Testament subjects frequently seen in the catacombs also explored themes of salvation 

                                                
47 On late antique painting styles, see Hetty Joyce, The Decoration of Walls, Ceilings, and Floors in Italy 
in the Second and Third Centuries A.D., Archaeologica 17 (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider, 1981); Alois 
Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry, Archaeologica 36, trans. Rolf Winkles (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider, 
1985). On the painters and chronology of early Christian art in the catacombs, see Joseph Wilpert, Die 
Malereien der katakomben Roms (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herdersche Verlagshandlung, 1903). On the 
development of early Christian art and iconography in Rome, see Grabar, Early Christian Art; Ja! 
Elsner, Imperial Rome and Christian Triumph: The Art of the Roman Empire AD 100–450 (Oxford: Oxford 
Univerity Press, 1998). 
48 David L. Balch, “From Endymion in Roman Domus to Jonah in Christian Catacombs: From Houses of 
the Living to Houses for the Dead. Iconography and Religion in Transition,” in Commemorating the Dead, 
273-301. 
49 Grabar, Christian Iconography, 35-36.  
50 Finney, The Invisible God, 197-198; Robin Margaret Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art (New 
York: Routledge, 2000), 64-93.  
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and healing such as baptism, Jesus’ healing of the paralytic, and the resurrection of 

Lazarus (Figs. 8–9).51 The themes of salvation and resurrection in the biblical narratives 

represented Christian views about death and the afterlife, which were particularly 

appropriate subjects for sepulchral images. Because early Christian descriptions of the 

catacombs do not discuss the images that adorn these sites, the original function and 

reception of the images is uncertain. Fourth-century accounts of pilgrimages to martyrs’ 

tombs in the catacombs, however, shaped early modern interpretations of these sites.52  

Although the catacombs did not serve as worship spaces for the persecuted 

Church as many early modern Catholic scholars would claim, these burial sites were 

important venues for funerary rituals, following ancient Roman tradition.53 Early 

Christian families and communities gathered at the catacombs for funerary feasts to 

celebrate the memory of the dead and to honor the martyrs. Banqueting images appear in 

Roman funerary art from the fifth century BCE to the fourth century CE, demonstrating 

the longevity and continuity of the tradition in pagan and Christian tomb decoration (Fig. 

10).54 Some family mausoleums included tables for the celebration of these feasts.55 

During these celebrations, the family and friends of the deceased shared a meal honoring 

the dead. Families held feasts for the deceased on the ninth and fortieth day after the 

death; then, they would have annual feasts at the tomb on the deceased’s birthday and on 

the festival day for ancestors. The annual feast on the deceased’s birthday provided a 

probable model for the celebration of martyrs’ feast days on the anniversary of their 

                                                
51 All of the listed subjects appear in the oldest section of the catacombs of Callixtus; Finney, The Invisible 
God, 184-222. 
52 For example, a particularly influential description of the Roman catacombs by St. Jerome will be 
discussed below on pages 14-15 below.   
53 Jocelyn M. C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1971); 
Jon Davies, Death, Burial, and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 1999). 
54 Jensen, “Dining with the Dead,” 107-142. 
55 Ibid., 118. 
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deaths.56 Although the catacombs were dark, secluded, and mournful settings, they drew 

large and lively audiences for the feasts of the dead. 

By the mid-fourth century, early Christian texts made frequent references to 

Christians visiting the catacombs for feasts of the dead and to honor the graves of 

martyrs.57 The commentary on Ezekiel by St. Jerome (c. 340–420) includes a passage that 

is the earliest known description of the catacombs.58 Writing as a mature man at least 

fifty years after his youthful visit to Rome, St. Jerome recalled visiting the crypts as a boy 

and described the atmosphere of the catacombs.59   
 
When I was a boy and being instructed in the liberal arts, I often used to 
visit the tombs of the apostles and martyrs on Sundays with others of my 
age and inclination, and to enter the crypts, which having been excavated 
in the depths of the earth, contained the bodies of the entombed along both 
sides of the walls; and since everything was dark, it was almost as though 
that prophecy, “They descend to the infernal regions alive” were being 
fulfilled; and light, admitted sporadically from above, tempered the horror 
of the shadows, so that one might think of it less as a window than as an 
aperture of admitted light; and since it was necessary to make ones way 
back slowly, having been submerged in blind night, that Virgilian line 
came to one’s mind: “Horror everywhere for the spirit, the silences 
themselves terrify.60 

                                                
56 Ibid., 128. 
57 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 11-30. 
58 Ibid., 12-14; John Normand Davidson Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings, and Controversies (New York, 
Harper & Row, 1975); Victor Saxer, “Pilgerweise in Italien und Rom im späten Altertum und 
Frühmittelalter,” in Akten des XXII. Internationalen Kongresses für christliche Archäologie, Studi di 
antichità cristiana 52, Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. Engänzungsband 20 (Münster: Aschendorff, 
1995), vol. 1, 36-57. 
59 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 12-14; John Normand Davidson Kelly, Jerome: 
His Life, Writings, and Controversies (New York, Harper & Row, 1975); Victor Saxer, “Pilgerweise in 
Italien und Rom im späten Altertum und Frühmittelalter,” in Akten des XXII. Internationalen Kongresses 
für christliche Archäologie, Studi di antichità cristiana 52, Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. 
Engänzungsband 20 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1995), vol. 1, 36-57. 
60 Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem Lib. XII, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 25 (Alexandria, VA: 
Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 375; cited and translated in Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman 
Catacombs,”12.  
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In Jerome’s commentary, this description of the catacombs served as a metaphor for the 

scholar’s fear of misinterpreting a difficult passage in the book of Ezekiel (40:4-21).61 

The darkness of the catacombs represented the author’s spiritual and intellectual struggle 

to understand the meaning of the sacred text. The sporadic “aperture of admitted light” 

breaking through the “blind night” presents powerful imagery of the nature of 

understanding as a slow and mysterious process. St. Jerome’s move to metaphor 

established the allegorical potential of these sites.62 St. Jerome captured the emotive 

power of the catacombs, which early modern Catholics would utilize to promote the cult 

of martyrs and Rome’s early Christian past.63   

The fourth-century accounts of the Roman catacombs may describe pilgrimages 

to the martyrs’ tombs and the celebration of saints feast days at these sites, but these early 

Christian texts do not mention frescoes.64 There is one exception. The only known early 

Christian discussion of art in the catacombs is an ekphrasis by Prudentius based on a 

painting that he supposedly saw at the tomb of the martyr Hippolytus depicting the saint’s 

gruesome death.65 An image of martyrdom similar to the one described by Prudentius, 

however, has never been discovered.66 Furthermore, this ekphrasis does not relate to the 

traditional iconographic types most often found in the early Christian catacomb 

paintings.67 It seems likely that the ekphrasis was a rhetorical invention used to enhance 

                                                
61 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 12-14. 
62 Ibid., 13-14.  
63 On sixteenth-century interpretations of the catacombs that were influenced by Jerome’s writings see 
pages 113-114 in Chapter Three below. 
64 Ibid., 98.  
65 Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 312-315; cited in Oryshkevich, “History of the Roman Catacombs” 
76-77. This text will be discussed further on pages 113-119 in Chapter Three and on pages 257-258 and 
pages 274-275 in Chapter Six below.  
66 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 77.  
67 Ibid., 83. 
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Prudentius’s description of Hippolytus’s life and martyrdom.68 But Prudentius also tells 

us how such martyrdom images could be used; he did so in a way his audience could 

recognize. 

As the catacombs developed into pilgrimage sites for the cult of martyrs and 

relics, devotees enlarged and adorned the tombs of the martyrs and added entrances to 

these sites to help the pilgrims who gathered for the celebration of saints’ annual feast 

days.69 By 354, Filocalus created a list of martyrs, which noted the location of each 

saint’s tomb and annual feast day (the Depositio martyrum); it accompanied an illustrated 

calendar of Rome.70 Filocalus’s list codified the popular practice of visiting martyrs’ 

graves on their feast days and identified the origins of the cult of martyrs in the fourth 

century. In the fifth and sixth centuries as the crowds of pilgrims visiting Rome’s early 

Christian cemeteries continued to increase, churches dedicated to the martyrs were 

constructed above the catacombs.71 The placement of churches above the tombs of the 

martyrs was one of the clergy’s primary strategies for trying to regulate early Christian 

devotion to the cult of martyrs.  

Patristic authors such as Jerome, Augustine (354–430), Ambrose (337–397), and 

Paulinus of Nola (354–431) commented on the offensive and drunken behavior that often 

occurred at funerary banquets and martyrs’ feasts.72 Paulinus of Nola’s ideas about 

                                                
68 Ibid., 77-83. The ancient definition of ekphrasis is “a speech that brings the subject matter vividly before 
the eyes.” On the rhetorical use of ekphrasis in ancient literature, see Ruth Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination, 
and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009). 
69 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 14-15. 
70 Ibid., 15-16. Oryshkevich notes that many Catholic scholars date the Depositio martyrum to 336. For a 
reproduction of the text of the Depositio martyrurum, see Roberto Valentini and Giuseppe Zucchetti, 
Codice topografico della città di Roma, vol. 2, Fonti per la storia d’Italia pubblicate dall’Istituto Storico 
Italiano per il Medio Evo (Rome: Tipografia del Senato, 1942), 17-28.  
71 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,”17.  
72 Ibid., 23-25. Obviously these authors are not all referring to the Roman catacombs. Indecorous behavior 
at feasts was a not only a problem in the Roman catacombs but also at the tombs of martyrs throughout the 
Roman world For example, Augustine describes the situation in North Africa; Ambrose addresses these 
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methods of encouraging decorum at the sites of martyrs’ tombs are particularly revealing 

about the development of early Christian attitudes towards images. Paulinus of Nola 

stated that art on the walls of a tomb or martyrium promoted pious behavior by 

distracting viewers from the banquet and directing their attention to the faith.73 I would 

argue that Paulinus’s optimism about the power of images to influence thought and 

behavior positively challenges notions of an iconophobic early Christian church. Paulinus 

not only approved of religious images but recommended art as an instrument of faith and 

teaching. The development of early Christian art and iconography in the Roman 

catacomb paintings established a prototype for the relationship between art and ritual in 

early Christian churches and martyria.  

From the sixth to the early eighth century, more churches were constructed in the 

Roman suburbs near early Christian cemeteries than in the city center (Fig. 11).74 For 

example, Pope Pelagius II (579–590) had a new church built on the site of St. Lawrence’s 

tomb on Via Tiburtina, using the martyr’s grave as the focus of the basilica.75 This 

practice continued under Pope Honorius I (625–638) who had a church dedicated to St. 

Agnes constructed on the site of the martyr’s grave on Via Nomentana.76 Churches built 

                                                
practices in Milan. For accounts about martyrs’ feasts by these patristic authors, see Augustine of Hippo, 
Epistle XXIX, 9, in Select Letters 85, Loeb Classical Library, trans. James H. Baxter (London: W. 
Heinemann Ltd., 1930), 85; Augustine of Hippo, De Moribus Ecclesiae Catholicae, Patrologia Latina 
Database, vol. 32 (Alexandria: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 1342; Ambrose, De Elia et jejunio, 
Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 14 (Alexandria: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 719; Jerome, “Letter 
CVII,” in St. Jerome: Letters and Select Works, A Select Library of Nicene and post-Nicene Fathers of the 
Christian Church, ser. 2, vol. 6, trans. William Henry Fremantle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 190. On 
the Fathers’ views on funerary banquets and martyrs feasts days, see Peter Brown, The Cult of Saints: Its 
Rise and Function in Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 26-27; Johannes 
Quasten, “Vetus superstitio et nova religio. The Problem of the Refrigerium in the Ancient Church of North 
Africa,” Harvard Theological Review 33 (1940): 253-266.  
73 Jensen, “Dining with the Dead,” 135.  
74 Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages,” 285. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid., 285-286. In n. 36 on page 286, Osborne provided a list of churches that were built or expanded 
near cemeteries from the mid-sixth century to mid-eight century.  
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above martyrs’ tombs in the early Middle Ages preserved the memory of the early 

Christian catacombs where the martyrs had originally been buried.  

The emphasis on building projects in the Roman suburbs near early Christian 

cemeteries shifted in the mid-eighth century when the papacy authorized the translation 

of relics on a large scale from the catacombs to churches within the city walls.77 The 

translation of relics provided occasions for grand spectacles with church leaders and 

pilgrims processing between the suburban cemeteries and Rome’s city center.78 The 

number of relics removed from the catacombs increased throughout the ninth century. 

The large-scale building projects for new urban churches in Rome initiated by Pope 

Paschal I (817–824) led to the removal of thousands of relics from Rome’s early 

Christian cemeteries. A plaque in S. Prassede, the most famous church constructed during 

Paschal’s papacy, commemorated the translation of relics to the church on 20 July 817; it 

recorded that 2,300 saints’ relics were in the church’s collection, demonstrating the 

enormous scale of the translation of relics in this period. The Liber Pontificalis asserted 

that Rome’s early Christian cemeteries had fallen into disrepair, thus producing a motive 

for the translation of relics to churches where the saints’ bodies would be protected and 

honored appropriately. In the life of Pope Paul I (757–767), whose papacy initiated the 

large-scale translation of relics, the Liber Pontificalis described the situation that 

prompted the removal of relics from the catacombs:  
 

                                                
77 Ibid, 286-298. The first documented translation of relics from the catacombs to the city center appears in 
the Liber Pontificalis. Theodorus (642–647) translated the relics of the martyrs Primus and Felicianus from 
a catacomb on Via Nomentana to the church of S. Stefano Rotondo. Liber Pontificalis, vol. 1, ed. Louis 
Duchesne (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1955), 332. 
78 Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages,” 292-293; Oryshkevich, “The History of the 
Roman Catacombs,” 43. The Liber Pontificalis documents the history of translations in medieval Rome. In 
the eighth century, churches began to include lists of relics in inscriptions in the sanctuary commemorating 
the church’s dedication.  



 19 

For this most blessed pope ceaselessly demonstrated — with all his 
spiritual devotion — great anxiety for the care of the saints’ cemeteries; 
whence seeing many regions of the cemeteries of these saints in the 
greatest ruin and already near destruction on account of the neglect and 
inertia of old age, he continuously moved these same bodies of saints out 
of these destroyed cemeteries.79  

Not only did the argument that the holy relics were not safe in the catacombs legitimize 

the translation of relics to the city center of Rome; it also justified the lucrative medieval 

relic trade, which supplied churches throughout northern Europe with saints’ relics.80 

Although Rome’s cemeteries were vulnerable to barbarian invasions and their condition 

had declined during the series of attacks on the Roman countryside in the sixth to eight 

centuries,81 the early Christian catacombs and their adjacent churches remained important 

sites of devotion that continued to attract patronage following the large-scale translation 

of relics in the tenth to the fifteenth century.82  

The accidental finding of the painted catacombs on 31 May 1578 in the vineyard 

of Bartolomeo Sanchez near Via Salaria has often been referred to as the rediscovery of 

the catacombs and the birth of Christian archeology.83 However, Irina Oryshkevich has 

argued in her dissertation, “The History of the Catacombs from the Age of Constantine to 

                                                
79 Liber Pontificalis, vol. 1, 464; cited and translated in Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman 
Catacombs,” 44 n. 69. Oryshkevich noted that similar passages appear in the lives of Paschal I and Sergius 
II. Liber Pontificalis, vol. 2, 54, 93.  
80 Patrick Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1978). 
81 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 44-46. In the lives of Pope Silverius (536–537) 
and Stephen II (752–757) in the Liber Pontificalis, the author recorded that the Goths and Lombards had 
stolen relics of the saints from Rome’s early Christian cemeteries that were vulnerable outside the city 
walls. Contemporary scholarship on the medieval translation of relics in Rome has considered the barbarian 
invasions to be a key reason for the papacy’s changing attitude and practice during this period.  
82 Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages,” 295-297. Osborne challenged the repeated idea 
that the early Christian catacombs were no longer maintained and lost their status as pilgrimage sites after 
the large-scale translation of relics to the city center.  
83 Giovanni Battista de Rossi,  La Roma sotterranea cristiana (Rome: Cromo-litografia pontificia, 1864), 
vol. 1, 12. Giovanni Battista de Rossi’s three volume study of Roman catacombs begins with a preface on 
the history of Christian archeology. Rossi describes the discovery on Via Salaria in 1578 as the birth of the 
scientific study of Christian archeology.  
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the Renaissance,” that the catacombs did not need to be “rediscovered” because they had 

never been lost.84 Throughout the Middle Ages, four catacombs remained accessible and 

were important devotional sites, mentioned in pilgrims’ journals and guide-books. In his 

research on Rome’s early Christian cemeteries for a treatise published in 1568, Onofrio 

Panvinio listed the catacombs of St. Sebastian, St. Lawrence, St. Pancras, and St. 

Valentine as accessible sites in Rome during his lifetime.85 Oryskevich speculated that 

the catacombs of St. Agnes, St. Priscilla, Saints Marcellinus and Peter, St. Praetextatus, 

St. Callixtus, and possibly Commodilla were also visited as late as the fifteenth century.86 

The catacombs had an enduring legacy in literature, ecclesiastical histories, 

martyrologies, and documents of relic translations.87  

Although the catacombs had not been forgotten prior to the 1578 discovery, the 

images adorning these underground cemeteries were not considered historically or 

spiritually significant until the Counter-Reformation era. Early Christian and medieval 

descriptions of the catacombs exploited the drama and symbolic power of the catacombs’ 

dark, underground setting and focused on the devotional power of the saints’ relics; 

however, these reports overlooked the history of early Christian art contained in these 

cemeteries.88 Only after the 1578 discovery did pilgrims, antiquarians, and scholars begin 

to write about and collect drawings of the early Christian images and antiquities found in 

the catacombs.  

                                                
84 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 1-11.  
85 Ibid., 9. Oryshkevich cited Panvinio’s notes on the Roman catacombs in Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 
(BAV), Vat. lat. 6781, fol. 110r.  
86 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 9 n. 1. 
87 Ibid., 5.  
88 Ibid., 98.  
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We can think of the late sixteenth-century movement to promote Rome’s 

Christian past as an early Christian revival.89 Pope Gregory XIII (1572–1585) initiated 

programs to restore and decorate the city’s ancient pilgrimage churches; these projects 

continued throughout the preparations for the 1600 Jubilee during the papacy of Clement 

VIII (1592–1605).90 In his scholarship on early Jesuit art in Rome, Gauvin Bailey 

describes the early Christian revival movement and its influence on the restoration and 

decoration of early Christian churches in Rome: “An ideological restoration of the era of 

the Church of late antiquity, the movement aimed to return to the perceived purity of 

Christianity’s first centuries in the wake of Catholic reform.”91 Bailey’s views on the 

goals of this movement have informed my argument that the catacombs inspired the post-

Tridentine reform of sacred art; however, my analysis of late sixteenth-century 

restoration projects in Rome differs from Bailey’s. He asserts that the movement was a 

“concomitant revival of the late antique and early medieval styles of painting and stucco 

decoration found in these monuments (ancient basilicas and churches).”92 As I will 

demonstrate, the early Christian revival movement in post-Tridentine Rome was not 

primarily based on the stylistic or even iconographic influence of early Christian art; 

instead, early modern Catholics imaginatively recreated what they thought early Christian 

worship would have been like in the catacombs.  

The 1578 catacomb discovery enabled early modern Catholics to reconstruct an 

evocative account of the origins of sacred art in the catacombs; these sites had evoked 

dramatic imagery of darkness, horror, and Christian suffering since the fourth-century 

                                                
89 My use of the term early Christian revival movement derives from Bailey’s name for this movement, 
“the Paleochristian Revival.” Gauvin Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque: Jesuit Art in Rome, 1565-
1610 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 122-126.  
90 Ibid., 123-124. 
91 Ibid., 123.  
92 Ibid., 124. 
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writings of Jerome and Prudentius established the rhetorical potential of these sites. I will 

show that early modern Catholics envisioned the persecuted Christians risking torture and 

death to create and venerate images of the martyrs in the catacombs.93 I argue that the 

first large scale martyrdom cycles created at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo in Rome during the last two decades of the sixteenth century were inspired by 

the emotive scenes of persecution that early modern Catholics imagined had adorned the 

painted catacombs.94   

As I will demonstrate, early modern fresco cycles depicting gruesome images of 

the Roman martyrs’ deaths were intended to stimulate affective meditation on the 

martyrs’ imitation of Christ’s suffering.95 In her study on late medieval affective 

meditation, Sarah McNamer described the pragmatic quality of poetry and literature that 

guided affective meditation: “[these texts] were not crafted primarily to be admired—

even by God—as aesthetic artifacts. They had serious, practical work to do: to teach their 

readers through iterative affective performance, how to feel.”96 I argue that the bloody 

scenes of martyrdom that fill the walls of S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo 

had a similar pragmatic aim: to teach early modern Catholics viewers “how to feel” as an 

orthodox Roman Catholic. The histories of martyrdom pictured on the walls of these 

churches encouraged early modern Catholics to make connections between the early 

Christian martyrs and the contemporary martyrdom of missionaries in Protestant 

                                                
93 On sixteenth- and seventeenth-century interpretations of the use of sacred art by the early Church in the 
catacombs, see pages 108-112 in Chapter Three below and pages 150-161 and 165-166 in Chapter Four 
below.  
94 On interpretations of catacomb paintings as martyrdom scenes, see pages 109-110 in Chapter Three 
below, pages 150-161 in Chapter Four below, and pages 287-288 in Chapter Seven below.  
95 Sara McNamer’s study on affective meditation in late medieval devotional texts on Christ’s Passion has 
informed my argument about the emotional and performative objectives of sixteenth-century martyrdom 
imagery. On the development of the genre of affective devotional texts and affective prayer in late 
medieval Franciscan meditation practices, see McNamer, Affective Meditation, 58-110.  
96 Ibid., 2.  
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territories and outside Europe; meditating before the new images as new martyrdoms 

were occurring, the sixteenth-century frescoes evoked early Christian suffering, 

validating contemporary martyrdom.97   

 
THE FRONTISPIECE OF ROMA SOTTERRANEA: AN INTRODUCTION TO EARLY MODERN 
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE CATACOMBS 

Images of martyrdom, burial, early Christian art in the catacombs, and the Church 

triumphant dominate the frontispiece of Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea (1635) (Fig. 

12).98 Encompassing more than half a century of historical and antiquarian research into 

Church history, the lives of the martyrs, early Christian devotional practices, and the 

origins of Christian art, the frontispiece reflects the common early modern Catholic 

understanding of the Roman catacombs as devotional spaces for the Church persecuted. 

The catacombs were intimately connected to the history of Rome’s early Christian 

martyrs. In the left and right corners of the attic on the frontispiece of Roma sotterranea, 

two martyrdoms are shown: the man on the left is flayed by a rake and the martyr on the 

right is tortured with torches.99 Continuing the theme, axes, chains, spikes, clamps and 

other instruments of torture appear in the left and right panels of the base on the 

frontispiece.100 Instruments of martyrdom had been found near martyrs’ tombs in Rome’s 

                                                
97 On confessional martyrdom during the Reformation, see Brad Gregory, Salvation at Stake: Christian 
Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe, Harvard Historical Studies 134 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1999). On connections between sixteenth-century martyrdom imagery and contemporary 
persecutions facing the Catholic Church, see pages 193-198 in Chapter Five below.  
98 Although the treatise was not published until 1635, the frontispiece is dated 1632. The design has been 
attributed to Pietro da Cortona. Jörg Martin Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz zu Antonio Bosios 
Roma sotterranea,” Marburger Jahrbuch für Kunstwissenschaft 30 (2003): 229-244. The publication 
history of Bosio’s Roma sotterranea will be discussed in Chapter Seven. 
99 Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz,” 237-239. Merz described these scenes and compared them 
to a classical sculpture of the flaying of Marsyas in the Villa Medici.  
100 Ibid., 379.  
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early Christian cemeteries.101 Symbols of martyrdom and depictions of instruments of 

martyrdom also appear on inscriptions marking graves in the catacombs (Fig. 13).102 The 

representation of instruments of martyrdom as decorative emblems became a popular 

form of devotional imagery in the late sixteenth century; such imagery represented the 

martyrs’ triumph (Figs. 14–15).103 Although martyrdom imagery was rare in the 

catacombs, early modern Catholic scholars perceived the catacombs to be liturgical 

spaces honoring the tombs and relics of the martyrs. Because early modern Catholics 

interpreted the images and antiquities found in the catacombs in relation to the cult of 

martyrs, they often misidentified catacomb paintings as figures of saints and martyrdom 

scenes.104  

Three scenes in the central bays of the architectural frame depict the act of burial, 

alluding to the importance of the catacombs as ritual spaces for the early Church.105 

                                                
101 For example, a spiked clamp called an ungula was discovered near the tomb of St. Peter. Bosio 
illustrated the instrument of torture in Roma sotterranea (Fig. 174). Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 26. See 
pages 316 in Chapter Seven below.  
102 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 196-197.  
103 Similar representations of instruments of martyrdom in ornamental displays also appeared on the 
frontispiece of the 1586 edition of the revised Martyrologium Romanum containing Cesare Baronio’s 
Tractatio and Notationes (Fig. 14). Similar imagery also appeared in Antonio Gallonio’s treatise on the 
instruments of martyrdom in 1591 (Fig. 15). Martyrologium Romanum ad Novam Kalendarii Rationem, et 
Ecclesaisticae Historiae Veritatem Restitutum. Gregorii XIII Pont. Max. Iussu Editum. Accesserunt 
Notationes atque Tratatio de Martyrologio Roman. Auctore Caesare Baronio Sorano Congregationis 
Oratorii Presbytero. Cum Privilegio et Permissu Superiorum (Rome: ex typographia Dominici Basae, 
1586); Antonio Gallonio, Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio, e delle varie maniere di martoriare usate 
da’ gentili contro christiani, descritte et intagliate in rame (Rome: A. e G. Donangeli, 1591). Devotional 
imagery of the instruments of martyrdom will be discussed further in relationship to Cesare Baronio’s 
restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo on pages 267-269 in Chapter Six below. The decorative use of the arma 
Christi in late medieval imagery is a precedent for late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century devotional 
images of instruments of martyrdom. On the arma Christi, see Lisa H. Cooper and Andrea Denny-Brown, 
eds. The Arma Christi in Medieval and Early Modern Material Culture: With a critical edition of “O 
Vernicle” (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013). 
104 On misinterpretations of early Christian frescoes in the catacombs as martyrdom scenes and images of 
saints, see pages 109-110 in Chapter Three below, pages 150-161 in Chapter Four below, and pages 287-
288 in Chapter Seven below.  
105 The classically designed architectural frame for the frontispiece resembles a papal wall tomb in the 
Cappella Sistina in S. Maria Maggiore. Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz,” 234-235.  
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Moving from left to right, the frontispiece depicts a man emerging from a tunnel into a 

dark corridor in the catacombs, guided only by torchlight. The middle scene shows a 

group of mourners carrying two bodies wrapped in shrouds into a burial chamber adorned 

with ceiling and wall frescoes. The final scene in the right bay portrays the mourners 

placing the deceased’s body into a wall tomb in the catacombs. These burial scenes 

capture the mysterious and eerie atmosphere of the catacombs that fascinated early 

modern pilgrims, antiquarians, and scholars who visited these underground labyrinths 

that could be navigated only by torchlight.106 Book I in the original manuscript of Bosio’s 

Roma sotterranea addressed the history of early Christian funerary rituals and the 

devotional function of the catacombs.107 Early modern Catholics believed that the 

catacombs had functioned as clandestine chapels where the ancient church could worship 

and venerate the tombs and relics of the martyrs during times of persecution. St. Filippo 

Neri (1515–1595) held nocturnal vigils in the catacombs of St. Sebastian that popularized 

pilgrimages to Rome’s early Christian cemeteries.108  

Early Christian symbols and narrative subjects depicted on the frontispiece of 

Roma sotterranea reflect the importance of the catacombs in the history of sacred art. A 

panel resembling an early Christian sarcophagus relief appears in the base of the 

architectural frame directly below the central burial scene.109 Although the imagery 

depicted on the sarcophagus panel did not appear in any of the illustrations of Christian 

                                                
106 Ibid., 235-236. 
107 Biblioteca Vallicelliana Rome (BVR), MS. G. 31, fols. 85-237. Bosio’s research on this topic expanded 
upon Onofrio Panvinio’s sixteenth-century treatise on the history of early Christian funerary rituals, which 
listed Rome’s early Christian cemeteries. Onofrio Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi Mortuos apud Veteres 
Christianos, et Eorundem Coemeteriis Liber (Cologne: Maternus Cholinus, 1568). On Panvinio’s 
scholarship see pages 95-103 in Chapter Three below.  
108 For further discussion on St. Filippo Neri’s devotional practices in the Roman catacombs and his impact 
on the development of Christian archeology, see pages 90-95 in Chapter Three below.  
109 Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz,” 237.  
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antiquities in Roma sotterranea, the frontispiece represents forms and subjects frequently 

found in early Christian art in the catacombs (Figs. 16–20).110 A bust of Christ framed in 

a tondo and flanked by two columns is in the center of the sarcophagus panel. A scene of 

Jonah being thrown from the mouth of the great fish appears to the left of the central 

tondo, and scenes of Moses presenting the tablets of the law and the miracle of Moses 

striking water from a rock are on the right.111 The ancient Chi Rho symbol, representing 

the first two letters for the name Christ in Greek and often found on grave markers in the 

catacombs, appears in decorative panels above the burial scenes in the left and right bays 

on the frontispiece.112 The artist, however, embellished the Chi Rho sign by framing it 

with a laurel wreath and two crossed palms, which were emblems of martyrdom and 

triumph.113 These additions connected the ancient Christian symbol of the Chi Rho found 

on grave markers with the history of Christian martyrs buried in the catacombs. The 

representation of early Christian symbols and imagery found in the catacombs alluded to 

the polemical significance of early Christian images and antiquities; early modern 

Catholic polemicists had argued that the early Christian frescoes found in the catacombs 

on Via Salaria in 1578 verified the ancient origins of the cult of images, which had been 

challenged by Protestant iconoclasts.114 Within this polemical context, early modern 

                                                
110 Ibid., Merz compared the sarcophagus panel on the frontispiece to the lids of two early Christian 
sarcophagi illustrated in Roman sotterranea on pages 411 and 589 (Figs. 16–17). 
111 Narrative imagery of Moses’ miracles in the desert and the story of Jonah being swallowed by the great 
fish often appear in the early Christian funerary art and were featured in illustrative materials in Roma 
sotterranea (Fig. 18–19). The scene of Moses presenting the tablets of the law, however, is more unusual in 
early Christian art and was likely an invention of the artist.  
112 Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz,” 237.  
113 Alexandra Herz, “Cardinal Cesare Baronio's Restoration of SS. Nereo ed Achilleo and S. Cesareo 
de'Appia,” The Art Bulletin 70, no. 4 (1988): 616-617. A similar image of a Chi Rho symbols framed with 
a wreath and palms appeared in a funerary epitaph memorializing the death of Flavia Iovina in 367 C.E., 
which Cesare Baronio studied in the collection of Laelius Pasqualinus and illustrated in his fourth volume 
of the Annales Ecclesiastici (Fig. 20). Cesare Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, tomus IV (Rome: 1593; reprint 
Mainz: Sumptibus Ioannis Gymnici, & Antonii Hierati, 1601), annus 367, 243-244. 
114 The controversy over sacred art during the Reformation will be discussed in Chapters One and Two.  
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Catholic antiquarians and historians became increasingly fascinated with early Christian 

images following the 1578 catacomb discovery. For example, Alfonso Chacón (1540–

1599) and Philips van Winghe (1560–1592) created the first collections of drawings 

copying the frescoes, sarcophagus reliefs, and inscriptions found in the Roman catacombs 

in the late sixteenth century.115 

An allegorical scene of the Church Triumphant depicted in the central upper panel 

on the frontispiece represents the position of the Counter-Reformation church on idolatry 

and Rome’s classical, pagan heritage. The allegorical figure of the Church, Ecclesia, sits 

with both of her arms extended, holding a cross staff in her right hand and a globe in her 

left hand.116 Three male figures — a Roman river god holding a vase, a young poet with a 

book, and a bearded philosopher representing classical religion, literature, and wisdom — 

lie on the ground and are being crushed beneath the seated figure of Ecclesia.117 At 

Ecclesia’s left hand, an ancient altar with a burning sacrifice has fallen; the statue of a 

broken, headless pagan idol stands on a pedestal behind the fallen altar. This allegorical 

scene repeats a popular Counter-Reformation theme of the Church as the destroyer of 

pagan idols. It appears, for example, in a fresco of The Triumph of Christianity (1582–

1585) by Tommaso Laureti (1530–1602) that depicts a fallen pagan statue lying below 

the figure of Christ crucified in the Sala di Constantino of the Vatican Palace (Fig. 21).118 

Although Protestant reformers had criticized the tradition of Christian art as a form of 

idolatry and superstition, the image of a fragmented pagan statue on the frontispiece of 

                                                
115 Antonio Bosio had inherited the collections of drawings formed by Chacón and van Winghe, adding 
them to his collection of over two hundred drawings of early Christian frescoes and other antiquities, which 
he had reproduced as engravings for illustrative materials in Roma sotterranea. See Chapter Four below for 
a discussion of the collections of drawings formed by Chacón and van Winghe; on Bosio’s illustrative 
material in Roma sotterranea, see pages 306-321 in Chapter Seven below.  
116 Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und das Frontispiz,” 239. 
117 Ibid. 
118 This painting is discussed further in Chapter Two on pages 53-55 below.  
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Roma sotterranea distinguished the ancient Church’s sacred images in the catacombs 

from pagan idols, making clear the divide between pagan and Christian antiquity in 

Rome. Rather than privileging Rome’s classical style and culture, as had High 

Renaissance art, scholarship on the catacombs in post-Tridentine Rome celebrated 

Rome’s martyrs in triumph over imperial Rome.  

As the early modern Catholic Church faced confessional violence, historical 

scholarship on the early Christian church and its martyrs provided answers and hope for 

how the Counter-Reformation Church could overcome its present challenges. For early 

modern ecclesiastical scholars, sacred history spoke directly to contemporary struggles 

and questions that challenged the Church. History was not a dry academic pursuit but a 

life-making activity. Early modern Catholics and Protestants viewed the story of Christ 

and the Church as ongoing and present. The Church’s saints and martyrs had imitated 

Christ’s life and Passion, uniting past, present, and future as a continuous history of 

redemption and triumph.119 Early modern Catholics understood sacred history to reflect 

the Holy Spirit’s guidance in the Church and the Trinity’s power over time and human 

events. By studying and reviving early Christian Rome, Catholic reformers found 

guidance and encouragement to face the struggles of their era as well as support for 

Catholic polemics.120  

                                                
119 Imitation of the life of Christ was an important theme in medieval and early modern devotional 
literature and practices. Thomas à Kempis’s De Imitatione Christi (1427) (The Imitation of Christ) was a 
particularly important devotional book that influenced Ignatius of Loyola’s Exercitia spiritualia (1548) 
(Spiritual Exercises) and impacted early modern spirituality. Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 
trans. Leo Sherley-Price (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1952); Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of 
St. Ignatius of Loyola: Translated from the Autograph, Christian Classics Ethereal Library, trans. Elder 
Mullan, S.J., (New York: P. J. Kennedy & Sons, 1914). For a discussion of the idea of making sacred 
history present, see Jeffrey Chipps Smith, Sensuous Worship: Jesuits and the Art of the Early Catholic 
Reformation in Germany (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 35-36. These texts and Jesuit 
spirituality will be discussed further on pages 205-222 in Chapter Five below.  
120 Katherine Van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan, eds. Sacred History: Uses of the 
Christian Past in the Renaissance World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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The study of sacred history in post-Tridentine Rome was not limited to textual 

scholarship.121 The concerns of Counter-Reformation polemics and Catholic reform 

movements encouraged early modern Catholic scholars to find evidence beyond textual 

sources. Particularly, Reformation polemics over the Church’s use of sacred images 

encouraged early modern Catholic historians to study and collect early Christian 

antiquities; these visual sources provided Catholic polemicists with evidence to support 

the argument that the cult of images originated in the early Christian era. Early modern 

Catholic scholars, such as Alfonso Chacón, Philips van Winghe, and Antonio Bosio 

documented and analyzed early Christian frescoes, sarcophagi, and inscriptions found in 

the Roman catacombs to inform their antiquarian and historical scholarship on the ancient 

church and its martyrs. Early modern Catholic scholarship on the catacombs incorporated 

the critical analysis of visual sources, introducing new methods in the study of church 

history. 

This dissertation reconsiders distinctions made between early modern history and 

antiquarianism by arguing that late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century scholars 

analyzed and interpreted visual evidence in the catacombs to defend Catholic traditions 

that rested upon the antiquity of sacred images. Previous scholarship has somewhat 

diminished the contributions of early modern Christian archeology in the development of 

modern historical methods. In the groundbreaking essay, “Ancient History and the 

Antiquarian,” Arnaldo Momigliano argued that the critical analysis of visual sources 
                                                
121 The role of visual sources in early modern history and antiquarianism has been a topic of debate. 
Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 13, no. 3/4 (1950): 285-315; Simon Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel: Antonio Bosio's Roma 
Sotterranea Revisted,” in The Church Retrospective: Papers Read at the 1995 Summer Meeting and the 
1996 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society, Studies in Church History 33, ed. Robert 
Norman Swanson (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1997), 343-360; Ingo Herklotz, “Arnaldo Momigliano’s 
‘Ancient History and the Antiquarian:’ A Critical Review,” in Momigliano and Antiquarianism: 
Foundations of the Modern Cultural Sciences, ed. Peter N. Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2007), 127-153. 
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shaped modern historical methods.122 Momigliano distinguished the methods of history 

from those of antiquarianism, describing sixteenth-century antiquarians as collectors who 

acquired ancient artifacts but did not critically analyze non-literary sources.123 According 

to Momigliano, the true ancestors of modern historical research methods, those who 

attributed a new importance to archeological evidence, were the late seventeenth-century 

scholars.124 I propose, however, that properly understood the late sixteenth- and early 

seventeenth-century scholarship on the Roman catacombs satisfies Momigliano’s 

definition of modern historical methods. I argue that the supposed antiquarians of the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth century analyzed ancient images and artifacts and 

promoted their critical use as scholarly evidence.  

My argument about the importance of critical approaches to visual sources in the 

late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century exploration of the catacombs responds to 

the textual emphasis of Simon Ditchfield’s work. Ditchfield argued that Antonio Bosio’s 

research on the catacombs in Roma sotterranea (1635) was primarily based on the critical 

analysis of texts, not archeological sources.125 Although textual sources certainly shaped 

the direction of early modern Christian archeology, Bosio and his sixteenth-century 

predecessors recognized that the images and antiquities in the catacombs could play 

equally valuable roles as historical sources. It was, in fact, the interpretation of visual 

sources in the catacombs that enabled scholars such as Bosio to mount their most 

effective rebuttal of Protestant theologians’ critiques of sacred art. Similarly, 

                                                
122 Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” 285-315.  
123 Ibid., 286, 292.  
124 Ibid., 293. Momigliano’s argument in “Ancient History and the Antiquarian” will be discussed further 
in on pages 83-84 in Chapter Two below and pages 140-142 in Chapter Four below.  
125 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 343-360. Ditchfield’s argument that texts had greater impact on the 
scholarship of the catacombs than the discoveries of the trowel will be considered in greater detail on pages 
291-292 and pages 306-321 in Chapter Seven below.  
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interpretations of the catacomb paintings as devotional art tied to the veneration of relics 

helped Catholic scholars refute the Protestant attack on relics. Early modern Catholic 

scholars sometimes misinterpreted early Christian images in the catacombs based on their 

incorrect assumptions about the early Church’s use of these sites as worship spaces. 

Despite some of their erroneous conclusions, Bosio and his sixteenth-century 

predecessors contributed to the development of historical and archeological methods: 

they critically analyzed images and texts to support scholarly arguments about the early 

Christian origins of Catholic tradition. 

This dissertation is the first in-depth study to investigate the relationship between 

the development of Christian archeology following the 1578 catacomb discovery and the 

creation of the first large-scale martyrdom cycles in Rome in the 1580s and 1590s at S. 

Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo. Patronage has been the focus of most of the 

studies on the sixteenth-century restoration and decoration of these churches.126 Although 

previous scholarship has referred to the exploration of the catacombs as a possible 

influence on Counter-Reformation martyrdom imagery, these studies have only discussed 

the catacombs briefly, noting that the early Christian frescoes in the catacombs could 

have been stylistic or iconographic models for church decoration during the early 

                                                
126 On Jesuit patronage at S. Stefano Rotondo, see Thomas Buser, “Jerome Nadal and Early Jesuit Art in 
Rome,” The Art Bulletin 58, no. 3 (1976): 424-433; Leif Holm Monssen, “Rex Gloriose Martyrum: A 
Contribution to Jesuit Iconography,” Art Bulletin 63, no. 1 (1981): 130-137; Monssen, “The Martyrdom 
Cycle in Santo Stefano Rotondo, Part I.” Acta ad Archaeologiam et Artium Historiam Pertinentia: Series 
Altera in 8 2 (1982): 175-317; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle in Santo Stefano Rotondo, Part Two, the 
Frescoes and Santo Stefano Rotondo.” Acta ad Archaeologiam et Artium Historiam Pertinentia: Series 
Altera in 8 3 (1983): 11-106; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 128-152. On the patronage of 
Cardinal Cesare Baronio at SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see Alessandro Zuccari, “La politica culturale 
dell’Oratorio romano attraverso le imprese artistiche promosse da Cesare Baronio,” Storia dell’arte 13 
(1981): 171-193; Zuccari, “Restauro e filologia Baroniana,” in Baronio e l’arte, 489-510; Alexandra Herz, 
“Cardinal Cesare Baronio’s Restoration,” 590-620; Maria Grazia Turco, Il titulus dei Santi Nereo ed 
Achilleo: Emblema della riforma cattolica (Rome: Dedalo, 1997); Zuccari, “Il cardinale Baronio 
iconografo della Controriforma,” Studi romani 57, no. 1/4 (2009): 182-197; Zuccari, “Baronio e 
l’iconografia del martirio,” in Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, 445-501. 
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Christian revival movement.127 For example, Thomas Buser has suggested that the 

paintings at S. Stefano Rotondo had a “primitive look, like the paintings in the ancient 

catacombs that had just been discovered.”128 My analysis of S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. 

Nereo e Achilleo is unique in its consideration of the ways in which the study of early 

Christian art in the catacombs influenced the early Christian revival movement of the late 

sixteenth century beyond possible stylistic or iconographic similarities. Early modern 

Catholics made imaginative leaps in their interpretations of the catacombs as sites of 

affective devotion to the cult of martyrs.129 Rather than imitating the style or iconography 

of the catacombs, I argue that the martyrdom cycles at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo 

e Achilleo imitate an imagined history of the early Christian community.  

This dissertation considers how early modern Catholics not only pursued critical 

scholarship on the catacombs but also encouraged ahistorical interpretations of early 

Christian worship at these burial sites; I argue that the odd juxtaposition of imaginative 

and analytical interpretations of the catacombs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries promoted a vision of the Church as semper eadem (ever the same).130 In Part I 

of this dissertation, I examine the ways in which Reformation polemics and post-

Tridentine Catholic reforms motivated critical scholarship on the Christian past and 

provided a context for the development of Christian archeology. The multifaceted history 

                                                
127 Thomas Buser, “Jerome Nadal and Early Jesuit Art in Rome,” The Art Bulletin 58, no. 3 (1976): 431-
433; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 85; Herz, “Cardinal Cesare Baronio’s Restoration,” 
616; Leslie Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style: Niccolò Circignani in Counter-Reformation Rome,” Word 
and Image 15, no. 2 (1999): 177-178; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 124-125. 
128 Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 432.  
129 My discussion of the catacombs as sites for affective devotion applies Sara McNamer’s definition of 
affective meditation as “mechanisms for the production of emotion.” McNamer, Affective Meditation, 12. 
My interpretation of the catacombs as sites of affective devotion will be discussed further in Chapter Three.  
130 On the theme of the Catholic Church semper eadem in early modern historiography, see Giuseppe 
Antonio Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio and the Roman Catholic Vision of the early Church,” in Sacred 
History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, 
and Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 58-63. 
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of the origins of Christian archeology is the subject of Part II, which considers devotional 

practices and pilgrimages to the catacombs, the discovery of the painted catacombs in 

1578, the cult of relics in the catacombs, and the first collections of drawings copying the 

images and antiquities discovered in Rome’s cemeteries. Having established the 

objectives and methods that shaped the development of Christian archeology in post-

Tridentine Rome, Part III presents two case studies that consider how late sixteenth-

century interpretations of the early Christian catacombs influenced Counter-Reformation 

martyrdom imagery at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo. Finally, Part IV 

returns to the subject of the development of archeological methods, arguing that Antonio 

Bosio’s research for Roma sotterranea contributed to modern historical methods by 

critically analyzing both textual and visual sources.  
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PART 1:  
HISTORY AND REFORM: THE CONTROVERSY OVER IMAGES 

 
Chapter 1:  

Iconoclasm and “Papist Idolatry”:  
The Protestant Attack on Sacred Art 

 

Protestant outbursts of iconoclasm were attacks on perceived idolatry. A woodcut 

illustrating John Foxe’s Protestant martyrology, Actes and Monuments (1570), represents 

the central issues that concerned Protestant iconoclasts in the controversy over sacred art 

(Fig. 22).1 In the upper left corner of the print, people carry furnishings and vessels from 

a church, and a man removes a statue from its niche on the façade. A caption glorifies 

these actions with the label “The Temple well purged.” The print portrays the burning of 

images, as dismembered sculptures are thrown into the fire. In the upper right corner, a 

ship awaits the greedy and idolatrous papists who flee with their “trinkets” and “paltry.” 

The scenes in the lower register depict the Protestant King Edward VI as a reformer 

restoring the primacy of the Bible and the preaching of the Word.2 This woodcut 

represents the Catholic tradition of sacred art as a form of idolatry: by removing images 

from churches, Protestant leaders promoted the proper form of Christian worship based 

on the study and preaching of the Scriptures.  

In the Reformation period, the form and function of Christian art was a 

theological battleground. Both Protestant and Catholic scholars researched early Christian 

                                                
1 John Foxe, The Ecclesiasticall History, Contaynyng the Actes and Monumentes of Thynges Passed in 
Euery Kynges Tyme in this Realme Especially in the Church of England Principally to Be Noted…from the 
Primitive Tyme till the Reigne of K. Henry VIII (London: John Daye, 1570), book 9, 1521. 
2 Viggo Norskov Olsen, John Foxe and the Elizabethan Church (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1973), 182. 
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history to support their confessional views on images.3 Confessional identity was at stake. 

Image theology had implications for debates about holy matter and the proper form of 

Christian worship.4 Protestant reformers such as Jean Calvin (1509–1564) and Ulrich 

Zwingli (1484–1531) rejected the cult of images, relics, and saints, arguing that these 

practices were idolatrous superstitions; in opposition, Catholic theologians affirmed that 

the proper veneration of saints, relics, and images cultivated piety.5  

The problematic nature of holy matter — which includes sacred objects such as 

images, relics, contact relics, and the Eucharist — had been an ongoing concern since the 

late Middle Ages.6 In Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval 

Europe, Carolyn Walker Bynum examines the Christian paradox of matter: “Because of 

the paradox not just of Christ’s Incarnation (God in the human) but also of divine 

creation (God’s presence in all that is infinitely distant from him), matter was that which 

both threatened and offered salvation.”7 Late medieval theologians struggled to 

understand the doctrine of the Incarnation and how the sacred might be manifested in the 

material.8 As external forms of devotion centering on the veneration of holy matter 

became increasingly widespread in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, late medieval 

theologians simultaneously promoted greater interiority in worship, claiming that 

devotional objects merely pointed to the divine.9 

                                                
3Giuseppe Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images from Calvin to Baronius (New York: Peter Lang, 1992), 
149-185.   
4 On the problematic issue of holy matter in late medieval Europe and contradictory views on Christian 
materiality from the twelfth to the sixteenth century, see Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: 
An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011). 
5 Carlos M. N. Eire, War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to Calvin, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 221-222; Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 4-6. 
6 I follow Bynum’s definition of holy matter as a conflation of different categories of sacred objects 
including images, relics, contact relics, and the Eucharist. See Bynum, Christian Materiality, 29.   
7 Ibid., 34-35. Bynum defines paradox as “the simultaneous assertion (not the reconciliation) of opposites.”   
8 Ibid., 33. 
9 Ibid., 24-25. 
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Bynum identified two predominant views on the nature of Christ’s resurrection 

that informed contradictory claims about the nature of the material during the late Middle 

Ages: “If Christ took all his bodily particles into heaven – so some theologians argued – 

we ordinary humans can hope for similar reassemblage in resurrection. If he left particles 

behind – others argued – we might gain grace through those particles.”10 The first 

argument supported views of the divine as immaterial following Christ’s resurrection; the 

later proposed that the material world could embody the divine, continuing the 

miraculous effects of the incarnation after Christ’s resurrection. 

Bynum argued that these contradictory claims encouraged “intellectual creativity” 

in theological discussions about the nature of the material world and the proper role of 

devotional objects in the late Middle Ages:  
 
It was exactly the materialization of piety that created theological and 
disciplinary problems for the church, stimulating not only resistance from 
dissident groups but also intellectual creativity on their part and the part of 
their opponents. The striving for inwardness…was, in part, a response to 
the increasing prominence of holy objects.11 

The nature of holy matter had widespread implications for devotional practices. 

Contradictory views about interior and exterior forms of devotion in the late Middle Ages 

reflect the complex theological questions raised by the prominence of holy matter.  

According to Bynum, the increasingly paradoxical views on the nature of the 

material “seem to have led to a crisis of confidence in Christian materiality” in the 

sixteenth century.12 By promoting greater interiority in devotional practices and the 

immaterial nature of the divine, some late medieval theologians foreshadowed Protestant 

arguments against the cult of images; however, it is not my intent to simplify the work of 

                                                
10 Ibid., 33.  
11 Ibid., 20.  
12 Ibid., 272. 
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late medieval theologians as “reform before the Reformation.”13 The sophisticated 

arguments formed by late medieval theologians on the problematic nature of holy matter 

identified the complex questions associated with the use of devotional objects. 

Contradictory views about holy matter as well as interior and external forms of worship 

became increasingly divisive in the sixteenth century. While late medieval theological 

debates on the problem of holy matter prefigured Reformation polemics, demonstrating 

the early Christian origins of one’s theological positions was of far greater importance to 

sixteenth-century Protestant and Catholic scholars than it had been for late medieval 

theologians.14  

Both Protestant and Catholic scholars researched the history of the early Church 

to find models and evidence supporting their reforms. While Catholic scholars promoted 

the continuity of Catholic tradition, revisionist Protestant histories of the Church argued 

that the medieval papacy had corrupted the purity of the early Church.15 Both groups 

were particularly concerned with the origins of devotional practices associated with the 

cult of images, relics, and saints; they aimed to prove that their respective confessional 

positions on holy matter and the proper form of Christian worship were consistent with 

the traditions of the early Church.16  

While Protestant sacred histories analyzed early Christian texts to argue that the 

early Church was aniconic, early modern Catholic antiquarians and historians studied 

                                                
13 Bynum, Christian Materiality, 18. 
14 Irena Backus argues “the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries were characterized by an interest in 
history first and foremost…the very omnipresence of history made it the obvious means whereby 
theologians of all religious parties could affirm their confessional identity.” Irena Backus, Historical 
Method and Confessional Identity in the Era of the Reformation, 1378-1615 (Boston: Brill, 2003), 3; 
quoted and cited in Anthony Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Europe: Tradition and Innovation,” 
in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, Simon 
Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 7. 
15 Grafton, “Church History,” 19.  
16 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 149-203.  
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archeological sources discovered in the catacombs as well as early Christian texts to 

demonstrate that the early Church had venerated sacred images.17 The early Christian 

paintings in the Roman catacombs provided Catholic scholars with powerful sources to 

argue that the origins of Christian art lay in the apostolic era. Scholarship on Christian 

antiquities in the catacombs also gave Roman patrons new models for the reform of 

sacred art.18 Revisionist Protestant histories that characterized the Roman Catholic 

Church as idolatrous challenged Catholic historians to find new sources to defend the use 

of sacred art.  

Protestants attacked the Catholic Church’s sacred images physically and 

intellectually. Iconoclastic riots desecrated devotional images, simultaneously rejecting 

and destroying the power of the material object.19 Protestant theologians systematically 

attacked the cult of images in treatises that argued the Catholic tradition was idolatrous.  

My discussion of the Protestant side of the sixteenth-century controversy over images 

derives from previous scholarship.20 By reviewing modern scholarship on Protestant 

image theology, this chapter establishes a foundation for understanding the ways in 

which Counter-Reformation scholarship on the catacombs responded to Protestant 

polemics about the nature of holy matter and the proper form of Christian worship.  

 
                                                
17 The development of Christian archeology and early modern historical methods will be explored in 
greater depth in Chapters Three and Four.   
18 The role of historical research as a means of defending and reforming Catholic tradition following the 
Council of Trent is discussed in Chapter Two.  
19 My interpretation of these events follows Bynum’s argument that “behind both the enthusiasm for 
material change and the hostility to it lay a keen sense that matter is powerful, hence dangerous, because 
transformative and transformed.” Bynum, Christian Materiality, 25.  
20 On the controversy of images in the Reformation period, I draw chiefly on Carl C. Christensen, Art and 
the Reformation in Germany, Studies in the Reformation, vol. 2 (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 
1979); Eire, War Against the Idols; Linda B. Parshall and Peter W. Parshall, Art and the Reformation: An 
Annotated Bibliography, Reference Publications in Art History (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1986); Sergiusz 
Michalski, The Reformation and the Visual Arts: The Protestant Image Question in Western and Eastern 
Europe, 1st English ed. (New York: Routledge, 1993).  
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ICONOCLASM AND THE PROTESTANT CHALLENGE TO CATHOLIC TRADITION  

The iconoclastic riots at the cathedral of Wittenberg in January 1522 first 

prompted Martin Luther (1483–1546) to address debates on the use of sacred art.21 From 

the spring of 1521 until March 1522, Luther was in hiding at Wartburg castle under the 

alias “Junker Jörg.” During Luther’s absence, the Augustinian monastery in Wittenberg, 

where Luther had served as a monk, began promoting radical reforms under the 

leadership of the theologian Andreas Karlstadt (1486–1541) and the ex-Augustinian 

                                                
21 I have not read all of the following sources but draw upon the bibliographies in Christensen, Art and the 
Reformation; Eire, War Against the Idols; Parshall, Art and the Reformation; Michalski, The Reformation 
and the Visual Arts. 

On radical reform movements in Wittenberg and the iconoclastic riots of 1522, see Hermann 
Barge, Aktenstücke zur Wittenberger Bewegung 1521, Anfang 1522 (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1912); Ulrich 
Bubenheimer, “Scandalum et ius divinum. Theologische und rechtstheologische Probleme der ersten 
reformatorischen Innovationen in Wittenberg 1521/22,” Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für 
Rechtsgeschichte, Kanonistische Abteilung 59 (1973): 263-342. Iconoclasm during the Reformation has 
been a significant topic of scholarship related to the sixteenth-century image controversy. See in particular 
David Freedberg, Iconoclasts and Their Motives, Gerson Lecture 2 (Montclair, NJ: A. Schram, 1985).  

On iconoclasm in Reformation Germany, see Julius Endriss, Das Ulmer Reformationsjahr 1531 in 
seinen entscheidenden Vorgängen (Ulm: Höhn, 1931); Christensen, “Iconoclasm and the Preservation of 
Ecclesiastical Art in Reformation Nuremberg,” Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte 61 (1970): 205-221; 
Jörg Rasmussen, “Bildersturm und Restauratio,” in Welt im Umbruch: Augsburg zwischen Renaissance und 
Barock (Augsburg: Augsburger Druck- und Verlagshaus, 1980), 95-114; Jeffrey Chips Smith, German 
Sculpture of the Later Renaissance, c. 1520-1580: Art in an Age of Uncertainty (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994).  

On iconoclasm in Switzerland, see Eire, War Against the Idols, 105-165; Lee Palmer Wandel, 
Voracious Idols and Violent Hands: Iconoclasm in Reformation Zurich, Strasbourg, and Basel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 

On iconoclasm and John Calvin’s reforms in the Netherlands see Otto Jan de Jong, 
Beeldenstormen in de Nederlanden (Groningen: J.B. Wolters, 1964); Henk F. K. van Nierop, Beeldenstorm 
en burgerlijk verzet in Amsterdam 1566-1567 (Nijmegen: Socialistiese Uitgeverij, 1978); Phyllis Mach 
Crew, Calvinist Preaching and Iconoclasm in the Netherlands, 1544-1569 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1978); Peter J. Arnade, Beggars, Iconoclasts, and Civic Patriots: The Political Culture of 
the Dutch Revolt (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 

On iconoclasm in France, see Natalie Zemon Davis, “The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in 
Sixteenth Century France,” Past and Present 59 (May 1973): 51-91; Robert Sauzet, “L’iconoclasme dans 
le diocese de Nîmes au XVIe et au debut du XVIIe siècle,” Revue d’Histoire de l’Eglise de France 66 
(1980): 5-15. 

On iconoclasm in England, see John Phillips, The Reformation of Images: Destruction of Art in 
England, 1535-1660 (Berkley: University of California Press, 1973); Margaret Aston, England’s 
Iconoclasts (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988); Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: 
Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-c.1580 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992). 
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monk, Gabriel Zwilling (c. 1487–1558).22 In November and December 1521, 

demonstrations against traditional religious ceremonies broke out in the monastery, 

which resulted in the public desecration of the Host and the destruction of church utensils 

during Christmas Eve Mass.23 These rebellions first destroyed sacred images in the 

Augustinian house on 10 January 1522. Karlstadt wrote a theological justification for 

iconoclasm in his treatise, Von Abtuhung der Bylder (On the Removal of Images), 

completed on 27 January 1522.24 Hieronymus Emser and Johannes Eck, two German 

theologians who defended the Roman Catholic position on images, wrote treatises in 

1522 to counter Karlstadt’s arguments.25  

                                                
22 Michalski, The Reformation and the Visual Arts, 10-11.  
23 Ibid., 10.  
24 The 1522 publication has two sections. The first section addresses images and the second is about 
begging. Magnum and Scavizzi’s translation of Karlstadt’s treatise only includes the first section on 
images. On Karlstadt’s theology, see Ronald J. Sider, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt: The Development 
of His Thoughts, 1517-1525, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Thought 11 (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 167; 
Christensen, Art and the Reformation in Germany, 23; Neil R. Leroux, ‘“In the Christian City of 
Wittenberg’: Karlstadt’s Tract on Images and Begging,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 34, no. 1 (2003): 
73-105. For an English translation of the treatise, see Bryan D. Magnum and Giuiseppe Scavizzi, trans. and 
eds., A Reformation Debate: Karlstadt, Emser and Eck on Sacred Images. Three Treatises in Translation 
(Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 1991), 19-39. For the original publication, see 
Andreas Karlstadt, Von Abtuhung der Bylder und das keyn Bedtler vnther den Christen seyn sollen 
(Wittenberg: Nickell Schyrlentz, 1522).   
25 Emser’s treatise, That One Should Not Remove Images of the Saints from the Churches presents a point-
by-point refutation of Karlstadt’s argument in On the Removal of Images. On Emser’s treatise, see Heribert 
Smolinsky, “Reformation und Bildersturm: Hieronymus Emsers Schrift gegen Karlstadt über die 
Bilderverehrung,” in Reformatio ecclesiae: Beiträge zu kirchlichen Reformbemühungen von der Alten 
Kirche bis zur Neuzeit : Festgabe für Erwin Iserloh, ed. Erwin Iserloh and Remigius Bäumer (Paderborn: 
Schöningh, 1980), 429. For an English translation see, Magnum and Scavizzi, trans. and eds, A 
Reformation Debate, 42-88. For the original publication, see Hieronymus Emser, Das man der heyligen 
bilder in der kirchen nit abthon, noch unehren soll. Und das sie in der schrifft nyndert verboten seyn 
(Dresden: Emserpresse, 1522).  

Eck’s treatise, On Not Removing Images of Christ and the Saints presents a more general defense 
of the veneration of images based on the ancient origins and history of the Catholic tradition. Multiple 
editions of Eck’s treatise were published from 1522-1523 and again in 1531. On Eck’s treatise, see 
Johannes Metzler, “Verzeichnis der Schriften Ecks,” in Tres orationes funebres in exequiis Joannis Eckii 
habitae, Corpus Catholicorum 16 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1930), lxxxvi; Erwin Iserloh, “Die Verteidigung 
der Bilder durch Johannes Eck zu Beginn des reformatorischen Bildersturms,” in Aus Reformation und 
Gegenreformation. Festchrift für Theobald Freudenberger, Würzburger Diözesangeschichtsblätter 35-36, 
ed. Theobald Freudenberg (Würzburg: Bishöfliches Ordinariatsarchiv, 1974), 76. For an English translation 
of Eck’s treatise, see Magnum and Scavizzi, trans. and eds., A Reformation Debate, 89-115. For the 
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Luther had a more moderate position on the use of sacred images than Karlstadt.26 

In his Lenten Sermons, delivered in Wittenberg beginning on Invocavit Sunday on 9 

March 1522, Luther voiced his own arguments, focusing particularly on how indulgences 

given for the patronage of art for churches contradicted the doctrine of justification by 

faith alone.27 Luther stated, “no merit is earned with God by setting up images.”28 Luther, 

however, criticized the iconoclastic riots at Wittenberg, stating that the revolt was “done 

in a criminal way, entirely without order, giving offence to one’s neighbor.”29 More 

generally, Luther argued that the veneration of images was a form of idolatry and thus 

forbidden. Rather than destroying images, Luther’s reform focused on changing how 

worshipers used images to avoid abuses.30 Although Luther’s views on sacred art were 

more restrained than Karlstadt’s defense of iconoclasm, Luther’s argument on the 

doctrine of justification by faith alone had broad implications for the patronage of art and 

many other traditional expressions of piety, which greatly concerned Roman Catholic 

leaders at the Council of Trent.31  

                                                
original publication, see Johannes Eck, De non tollendis Christi et sanctorum imaginibus (Ingolstadt: 
Andreas Lutz, 1522). 
26 On debates about sacred images between Karlstadt and Luther, see Magnum and Scavizzi, trans. and eds, 
A Reformation Debate, 6-12; James S. Preus, Carlstadt’s Ordinaciones and Luther’s Liberty. A Study of the 
Wittenberg Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974); Mark Edward, Luther and the False 
Brethren (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975); Sider, Karlstadt’s Battle with Luther (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1979); Sider, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt; Christensen, Art and the Reformation in 
Germany. 
27 Michalski, The Reformation and the Visual Arts, 13-15, 198 n. 20; citing D. Martin Luthers Werke: 
kritische Gesamtausgabe, vol. 10, part III (Weimar: H. Böhlau, 1905), 26-36.  
28 Michalski, The Reformation and the Visual Arts, 17; citing Luthers Werke, vol. 10, part III, 31. 
29 Michalski, The Reformation and the Visual Arts, 17; citing Luthers Werke, vol. 10, part III, 29.  
30 On Luther’s views regarding the question of images, see Rosemarie Bergmann, “A “tröstlich pictura”: 
Luther’s attitude in the question of images,” Renaissance and Reformation 17, no. 1 (1981): 15-25; 
Christensen, “Luther’s Theology and the Uses of Religious Art,” The Lutheran Quarterly 22 (1970): 147-
165; Elfriede Starke, “Luthers Beziehungen zu Kunst und Künstlern,” in Leben und Werk Martin Luthers 
von 1526 bis 1546. Festgabe zu seinem 500. Geburtstag, ed. Helmar Junghans (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
und Ruprecht, 1983) vol. 1, 531-548.  
31 On decrees issued at the Council of Trent addressing Luther’s doctrine of justification, see pages 58-59 
in Chapter Two below.  
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Following the iconoclastic riots in Wittenberg, opposition to religious images 

became widespread in Switzerland in the 1520s and 1530s when political and religious 

leaders began to issue decrees requiring the removal of sacred images from churches.32 

Theological writings by Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) defined the Swiss reformer’s 

position that sacred images promoted superstition and idolatry.33 In the text of the Second 

Zurich Disputation, Zwingli discusses the sacred images and the sacraments, two issues 

that were fundamentally linked in these debates; he calls for the removal of images from 

churches and rejects the celebration of Mass. 34 Zwingli’s rejection of images not only 

challenged the history and function of sacred art, but it also threatened the authority of 

Catholic devotional practices and liturgical worship.  

Jean Calvin (1509–1564) continued Zwingli’s theological attack on the Catholic 

tradition of sacred images as part of his criticism of Catholic rites.35 Although Calvin 

synthesized and expanded upon Karlstadt’s and Zwingli’s theological arguments against 

                                                
32 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images (1992) 1, 7 n. 3; Eire, War Against the Idols, 105-165.  For 
example, the removal of images from churches occurred in Zurich (1523), Neuchâtel (1524), Geneva 
(1527), Bern (1528), and Basel (1529).  
33 For studies on Zwingli’s attitude towards the visual arts, see Charles Garside, Zwingli and the Arts, Yale 
Historical Publications 83 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966); Hans-Dietrich Altendorf and 
Peter Jezler, eds., Bilderstreit: Kulturwandel in Zwinglis Reformation (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 
1984). 
34 Garside, Zwingli and the Arts, 129-159; Eire, War against the idols, 76-86. The text of the Second 
Zurich Disputation appears in volume two of Huldrych Zwinglis Sämtliche Werke. Ulrich Zwingli, Acta 
oder Geschicht wie es uff dem Gesprech d’ 26. 27. unnd 28. Tagen Wynmonadts in der christenlichen Statt 
Zürich…ergangen ist (Zurich: C. Froschauer, 1523), in Huldrych Zwinglis sämtliche Werk, vol. 2, 
Reformatorum 89, ed. Emil Egli and Georg Finsler (Leipzig: Heinsius, 1908), 671-803. In An Answer to 
Valentin Compar (1525), Zwingli continued to develop his theological argument against images, asserting 
that a dependence on material objects distracted worshipers from “the one, true God” and led to idolatry. 
Zwingli, Ein Antwurt Huldrychen Zwinglis Valentino Compar alten landtschrybern zu Ure ggeben über 
die. iiij. Artickel (Zurich: Johannsen Hager, 1525), in Huldrych Zwinglis sämtliche Werke, vol. 4, Corpus 
Reformatorum 91 (Leipzig: Heinsius, 1927), 48-159.  
35 On Calvin and the arts, see Eire, War Against the Idols (1986), 166-318; Paul Corby Finney, ed., Seeing 
Beyond the Word: Visual arts and the Calvinist Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1999); 
Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 9-29. 
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idolatry, he did not actively promote iconoclasm.36 Calvin’s objection to sacred art was 

based on the second commandment and the dangers of idolatry. In the 1536 edition of the 

Institutio Christianae Religionis (Institutes of the Christian Religion), Calvin first 

expressed his view that the Catholic Church’s excessive ceremonial and its use of images 

ran counter to the teaching of Scripture and the early Christian Fathers. Calvin asserted, 

“it was a Father who termed it a dreadful abomination to see an image in the churches of 

Christians. [The Roman Catholics] are far from remaining within these limits when they 

leave not a corner free of images.”37 In a short tract directed towards Protestants living in 

Catholic countries, titled De Fugiendis Impiorum Illicitis Sacris et Puritate Christianae 

Religionis Observanda (How to Shun the Unlawful Rites and Preserve the Purity of the 

Christian Religion), Calvin continued to develop his arguments against the Roman 

Catholic Church’s use of images in worship.38  Calvin expanded the definition of idolatry 

to include not merely the adoration of other gods and their likenesses but to add what he 

called “lack of faith.”39 Under that broad rubric he grouped the veneration of images 

together with other Catholic teachings and rituals that he  spurned as magic, such as the 

Sacraments of Confession, Extreme Unction, and the Mass as well as the veneration of 

the host, the consecration of holy water, and indulgences.40  In the 1551 and 1560 

editions of the Institutes, Calvin incorporated additional biblical and historical examples 

                                                
36 Eire, War Against the Idols (1986), 166-168. Eire argued that Calvin “knew that iconoclasm would be a 
suicidal policy” within “the social and political structure of the French state, which was controlled by a 
king committed to Catholicism” (167).  
37 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 10; citing John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536), 
trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 7. In this passage, Calvin discussed the 
Church Father Epiphanius and his letter in Jerome’s epistolary.  
38 Calvin, How to Shun the Unlawful Rites of the Ungodly, and Preserving the Purity of the Christian 
Religion (1537), in Tracts and Treatises: In Defense of the Reformed Faith, vol. 3, trans. Henry Beveridge, 
ed. Thomas F. Torrence (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1958), 360-411. 
39 Calvin, How to Shun the Unlawful Rites, 390-392; Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 11.  
40 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 11-13, 16. 
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of idolatry in ancient religions from Heinrich Bullinger’s Sermonum Decades (The 

Decades, 1549).41  

The arguments made by Karlstadt, Zwingli, and Calvin against ceremonial and 

the use of images were well known to sixteenth-century Catholic leaders.42  These 

challenges to Catholic tradition would be addressed by the Council of Trent and 

expanded upon in post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art by Carlo Borromeo and 

Gabrielle Paleotti.43  

 

IDOLATRY AND THE CULT OF IMAGES IN PROTESTANT CHURCH HISTORY  

Historical scholarship on the early Christian church played a vital role in both 

Protestant and Catholic arguments concerning the use of sacred images. Protestant and 

Catholic historians engaged in research projects to construct richly documented narratives 

tracing the history of their respective theological positions and devotional practices to the 

early Christian era.44 Early modern ecclesiastical histories played a vital role in defining 

and affirming confessional identity.45 These enterprises in sacred history followed and 

expanded upon the model established by Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 265–339/40). 

                                                
41 Heinrich Bullinger’s historical scholarship will be discussed further in the next section of this chapter on 
pages 45-48 below. The Decades is a collection of sermons by Bullinger, which cover a range of 
theological and historical topics. The first two volumes of Bullinger’s Sermonum Decades were published 
in 1549, volumes III-IV in 1550, and volume V in 1551. The first two volumes informed Calvin’s analysis 
of idolatry in classical texts from Seneca and Varro. See Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 20-21, 49 n. 
48; Eire, War Against the Idols, 86-88. For Calvin’s analysis of Seneca, see Calvin, Institutes (1551) in 
Institution de la religion chrestienne, vol. 1, Bibliothèque des texts philosophiques, ed. Jean-Daniel Benoit 
(Paris: J. Vrin, 1957), 122; Heinrich Bullinger, The Decades of Henry Bullinger, vol. 1, ed. Thomas 
Harding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1849), 199. For Calvin’s analysis of Varro, see Calvin, 
Institutes (1551), 127; Bullinger, The Decades, vol.1, 201.  
42 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 29, 70. 
43 The Catholic response to Protestant polemics on sacred images and Catholic devotional practices will be 
discussed in Chapter Two below.  
44 Anthony Grafton assertes, “religious subjects generated more collaborative research projects in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than any other area of scholarship.” Grafton, “Church History,” 19. 
45 Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity, 3.  
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Eusebius’s landmark Historia Ecclesiastica (Church History) quoted passages from a 

wide range of primary documents, which allowed the voices of many witnesses to 

support the author’s narrative; this approach to sacred history remained a convention of 

the genre through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.46 Indeed the quantity and 

diversity of primary sources referred to in early modern church histories distinguished the 

era’s scholarship.47  

While Eusebius’s emphasis on the continuity of Christian doctrine and tradition 

provided an invaluable model for early modern Catholic historians, Protestant scholars 

created a revised narrative of the medieval church that traced the corruption of the 

Church to the rise of papal power.48 Historians from both the Lutheran and the Swiss 

reformed (Zwinglian) traditions, such as Henrich Bullinger (1504–1575) and Matthias 

Flacius Illyricus (1520–1575), sought to demonstrate that Protestant reform movements 

were a return to the spirit and traditions of the early Church.49 In Protestant writings, 

individuals and groups that the medieval church had labeled as heretics were recast as the 

heroes and precursors of the Protestant Reformation.50 

Henrich Bullinger led the reformed church in Zurich after Zwingli’s death; his 

scholarship on church history expanded upon Zwingli’s attacks on Catholic rites and 

                                                
46 Ibid., 4, 17-18; Arnaldo Momigliano, “Pagan and Christian Historiography in the Fourth Century A.D,” 
in The Conflict Between Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century, ed. Arnaldo Momigliano 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 79-99; Eusebius of Caesarea, Church History, A Select Library of Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 1, trans. Arthur C. McGiffert and Ernest C. 
Richardson,  ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (New York: Christian Literature Publishing, 1890).  
47 Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Europe,” 19.  
48 Euan Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” in 
Sacred History, 29-32. 
49 Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Europe,” 15-16. 
50 Flacius Illyricus and his colleagues created a list of heretics who they recast as defenders of the true faith 
in Catalogus Testium Veritatis (Catalogue of Witnesses to the Truth), published in 1556. Matthias Flacius 
Illyricus, Catalogus Testium Veritatis: qui ante Nostram Aetatem Reclamarunt Papae (Basel: Joannes 
Oporinus, 1556); cited in Grafton, “Church History in Early Modern Europe,” 16.  



 46 

idolatry.51 Bullinger argued that the primitive form of Christianity was the purest 

expression of the faith. Through his research, Bullinger aimed to prove that over time the 

early Church’s monotheism deteriorated into polytheism thanks to the cult of saints and 

the cult of images.52 Bullinger’s historical research, and particularly his study of the Libri 

Carolini, informed Calvin’s considerations of the different forms of idolatry in ancient 

pagan and early Christian traditions.53 The Libri Carolini are four books written around 

790–792 under Charlemagne (c. 742–814) that refuted the Byzantine Second Council of 

Nicaea (787).54 The passages in the Libri Carolini that challenged the council’s decrees 

promoting the absolute adoration of images were of particular interest to Bullinger and 

Calvin.55  

Bullinger did not limit his understanding of ancient religion to Christianity, but 

developed a complex argument about the natural decline of ancient religions from 

monotheism to polytheism and idolatry. To challenge the conventional idea that ancient 

pagan religions practiced idolatry, Bullinger drew on the doctrine of the ancient Greek 

philosopher Pythagoras (c. 570–495 BCE), who held that there was one single God who 

is an “invisible and uncreated spirit,” and therefore should not be represented in “the 
                                                
51 Eire, War on the Idols (1986), 86; Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 156. For more on Bullinger and 
his impact on the reformed church in Zurich, see J. Wayne Baker, Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenant: 
The Other Reformed Tradition (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1980) 
52 Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics, and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” 36-37; citing 
Bullinger, De Origine Erroris (Zurich: Froschoviana, 1539) fols. 3v-4v; 33r-45r. 
53 On the influence of the Libri Carolini on Calvin’s theological arguments against images and idolatry, 
see Margarete Stirm, Die Bilderfrage in der Reformation (Gutersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus, 1977); 
Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, 54; Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 20-21. 
54 For the Libri Carolini and its impact on medieval image theory, see Thomas F. X. Noble, Images, 
Iconoclasm, and the Carolingians, Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2009); Celia Chazelle, “Matter, Spirit, and Image in the Libri Carolini,” Recherches Augustiennes 
21(1986): 61-77; Chazelle, “Images Scripture, the Church, and the Libri Carolini,” Proceedings of the 
Patristic Mediaeval and Renaissance Conference 16-17 (1992-1993): 53-76; William J. Diebold, “Medium 
as Message in Carolingian Writing About Art,” Word & Image 22 (2006): 196-201. For the original text, 
see Libri Carolini, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 98 (Alexandria, VA: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 
941-1248. 
55 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 21, 50 n. 51. 
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likeness of a man, or…any living thing.”56 Bullinger argued that the Romans adopted the 

doctrine of Pythagoras and did not have images of God in the first hundred and seventy 

years after the foundation of Rome. To support this claim, he cited Plutarch’s life of 

Numa Pompilius, the legendary second king of Rome from 715–673 BCE, who carefully 

followed Pythagoras’s philosophy and objected to the creation and veneration of images 

of God.57 In his analysis of Judaism, Bullinger focused on the humble tent form of the 

tabernacle during the Israelites’ wandering through the desert; he also diminished the role 

of the Temple of Solomon in Jewish worship.58 He argued that the destruction of the 

Temple demonstrated the end of ceremonial acts through the coming of Christ.59 

According to Bullinger, the pure faith of the early Christian church rejected the use of 

sacred images and opposed the building of costly churches.60 Bullinger’s comparative 

study of ancient religion in The Decades identified common moral and spiritual virtues 

among the purest forms of all ancient religions; chief among these virtues was the 

rejection of idolatry. 

In his treatise, De Origine Erroris (On the Origin of Error, 1529/1539), Bullinger 

presents a systematic and historically based argument against the Roman Catholic Mass 

and the use of sacred images.61 Bullinger argues that the error of idolatry in Christian 

worship originated with the cult of the dead and the practice of offering prayers for the 

deceased in the Mass, which replaced the pagan parentalia, an ancient Roman festival 

                                                
56 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 157, 190 n. 47; citing Bullinger, The Decades, vol. 1, 201. 
57 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 157, 190 n. 47. 
58 Scavizzi, The Controversy of Images, 158; citing Bullinger, The Decades, vol. 2, (1850), 143.  
59 Scavizzi, The Controversy of Images, 158; citing Bullinger, The Decades, vol. 2, 259-261.  
60 Scavizzi, The Controversy of Images, 158; citing Bullinger, The Decades, vol. 1, 229; Bullinger, The 
Decades (1851), vol. 3, 501. 
61 Eire, War Against the Idols, 86. De Origine Erroris was first published in 1529 and reprinted in Zurich 
in 1539. My references to the treatise are from the 1539 publication: Bullinger, De Origine Erroris (Zurich: 
Christoph Froschauer, 1539). A French translation of the pamphlet was published in 1549, and later 
editions of the text appeared in Dutch and German. It was published again in Zurich in 1563.  
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honoring family ancestors.62 He recounts how the practice of venerating images of the 

dead increased the power of elite individuals and families by exploiting ignorant and 

superstitious people. Bullinger connects pagan worship of idols with the Christian 

veneration of saints and their images.63 He identifies how saints assumed the roles of 

specific pagan gods in caring for particular illnesses, occupations, or groups of people, a 

practice that he argued accommodated the sensibilities of converted pagans.64 To 

Bullinger the display of art in churches was but one of the various pagan traditions that 

corrupted the early Church; previously Christians had possessed art only as private  

property or in the form of personal memorials located outside the church.65  

Bullinger’s argument against the cult of images was part of a larger attack on 

Roman Catholic ceremonies and traditions that increased the Church’s wealth, including 

the cult of the dead. In De Persecutionibus Ecclesiae Christianae (On the Persecutions of 

the Church), Bullinger continues his critique of these abuses by describing the history of 

the persecutions by the Catholic Church against true Christians who challenged the 

authority of the clergy by refusing to contribute to the Church’s wealth and pageantry.66 

Bullinger’s scholarship demonstrates the broad implications that the history of the cult of 

images had on contemporary Protestant attacks on Catholic tradition.  

                                                
62 Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics, and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” 36-37; citing 
Bullinger, De Origine Erroris (1539), fols. 221v-223v. 
63 Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics, and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” 37; citing 
Bulligner, De Origine Erroris (1539), fol. 160v. 
64 Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics, and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” 37; citing 
Bullinger, De Origine Erroris (1539), fols. 164v-167v.  
65 Cameron, “Primitivism, Patristics, and Polemic in Protestant Visions of Early Christianity,” 37; citing 
Bullinger, De Origine Erroris (1539), fols. 113v-114v. 
66 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 159, 190 n. 44; citing Bullinger, De Persecutionibus Ecclesiae 
Christianae (Zurich: Christoph Froschauer, 1573), 171, 200; Ch. XVI and XVII address these issues. 
Bullinger composed this treatise on the occasion of the St. Bartholomew’s day massacre in France in 1572. 
It was first published in German in 1573, in Latin in 1573, in English in 1575, and in French in 1577.  
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Matthias Flacius Illyricus, a Lutheran scholar from Croatia, built upon Bullinger’s 

interests in historical study as a means of identifying doctrinal changes in the Church. 

Flacius Illyricus’s Ecclesiastica Historia (1559–1574), commonly known as the 

Magdeburg Centuries, presented a systematic and comprehensive Protestant revision of 

church history from the first to the thirteenth centuries.67 Flacius Illyricus had the original 

idea for this monumental historical project at Magdeburg, where he directed a team of 

scholars.68 The Magdeburg Centuries had a chronological organization, in which Flacius 

critically analyzed primary sources century by century. Rather than a traditional 

institutional history of the Church focusing on its important events and leaders, the 

Centuries presented a history of Christian doctrine and teachings through the ages.69 In 

line with this objective, Flacius’s history included a detailed analysis of the lives of 

Christians and the common devotional practices that developed from the early Church to 

the Middle Ages including specific prayers, sacraments, holidays, liturgies, and other 

forms of communal worship.  

                                                
67 Matthias Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica Historia, Integram Ecclesiae Christi Ideam, quantum ad 
Locum, Propagationem, Persecutionem, Tranquillitatem, Doctrinam, Haereses, Ceremonias, 
Gubernationem, Schismata, Synodos, Personas Miracula, Martyria, Religiones extra Ecclesiam, & Statum 
Imperii Politicum Attinet, secundum Singulas Centurias, Perspicuo Ordine Complectens, 13 vols. (Basel: 
Johannes Oporinus, 1559-1574).  
68 On Flacius Illyricus and the Magdeburg Centuries, I rely upon Heinz Scheible, Die Entstehung der 
Magdeburg Zenturien. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der historiographischen Methode, Schriften des Vereins 
für Reformationsgeschichte 183 (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1966); Ronald Diener, “The Magdeburg Centuries: A 
Bibliothecal and Historiographical Analysis” (Th.D. diss., Harvard University, 1978); Enrico Norelli, “The 
Authority Attributed to the early Church in the Centuries of Magdeburg and in the Ecclesiastical Annals of 
Caesar Baronius,” in The Reception of the Church Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the 
Maurists, ed. Irena Backus (Boston: Brill Academic Publishing, 2001), 745-774; Martina Hartmann, 
Humanismus und Kirchenkritik: Matthias Flacius Illyricus als Erforscher des Mittelalters, Beiträge zur 
Geschichte und Quellenkunde des Mittelalters 19 (Stuttgart: Thorbecke, 2001); Gregory Lyon, “Baudouin, 
Flacius, and the Plan for the Magdeburg Centuries,” Journal of the History of Ideas 64 (2003): 253-272; 
Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity, 358-374.  
69 Because this was an innovative approach to the genre, the preface of the Centuries described and 
justified the concentration and methods of the work. Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity, 
361.  
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For the purposes of this study, the Centuries’ most important sections treated the 

role of images and architecture. In his views on images, Flacius was influenced by 

Zwingli’s and Calvin’s theological arguments about the dangers of ceremonies and the 

cult of images.70 The Centuries provided additional historical evidence to fortify 

Zwingli’s and Calvin’s cases against images; it promoted the claim that the pure, 

primitive church shunned ceremonial and upheld the commandments against idolatry.71 

In support of the argument that the early Church rejected images, Flacius cited the apostle 

Paul’s statements against idolatry in the New Testament epistles, the criticism of pagan 

idolatry by the second-century apologists Clement and Justinus, and the iconoclastic 

demonstrations of Epiphanius.72  

Like Bullinger, the authors of the Centuries identified the introduction of sacred 

images as a sign of the corruption of the Church by pagan customs between the fourth 

and sixth centuries.73 However, in contrast to Bullinger’s positive assessment of Greek 

and Roman religion and his understanding of a natural moral code that detests idolatry, 

the Centuries present a purely negative view of pagan culture in order to draw parallels 

between paganism and Roman Catholic traditions.74 Demonstrating the transition from 

the true Church to the abuses of the papacy, Flacius portrays medieval iconoclasts as a 

righteous and persecuted minority who fought against the idolatrous practices promoted 

                                                
70 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 161.  
71 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 161, 191 n. 68, citing Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica 
Historia vol. 1, 152, 291, 501.  
72 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 161, 192 n. 70. The Magdeburg Centuries discusses Paul’s 
statements against idolatry in I Cor. 5:11 and Gal. 5:20. Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica Historia, vol. 
1, 357. This history also analyzes the second-century apologetics of Clement and Justinus and cites 
Epiphanius: ibid., 54, 247-248, 314.  
73 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 162. On the introduction of miraculous images, Scavizzi cites 
Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica Historia, vol. 2, 1445; vol. 3, 137, 329, 806.  
74 Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity, 359-360; citing Flacius Illyricus et al., 
Ecclesiastica Historia vol. 4, 1484-1485, 1530.  
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by the papacy.75 Individuals who had been labeled as heretics by Roman Catholic 

histories became heroes and exemplars in the Centuries. In his analysis of the eighth-

century iconoclastic controversies, Flacius expands his argument against the cult of 

images.76 He claims that the papacy had defended the cult of images during the eighth-

century Byzantine iconoclasm as a means to advance the Church’s power and wealth. 

According to the Centuries, the invention of idols, ceremonies, and pious acts by the 

medieval papacy manipulated the faithful, increasing their reliance on the clergy.77  

Because the authority of Catholic tradition was largely based on the widespread 

acceptance of its early Christian origins and continued practice, the Centuries presented a 

serious challenge to the Roman Catholic claim of continuity.78 In response, the Annales 

Ecclesiastici (1588–1607), a multi-volume history of the church from the first to the 

twelfth centuries, by Cesare Baronio (1538–1607) intentionally covered the same time 

frame as the Magdeburg Centuries.79 Baronio’s Annales particularly emphasized the 

continuity of Christian tradition from the early Church to Baronio’s era in contrast to 

Flacius’s argument that the medieval and Renaissance papacy had corrupted early 

Christian doctrine and practice.  

                                                
75 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 162-163; citing Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica Historia vol. 
3, 273, 375, 707.  
76 The dedicatory epistle introducing the eighth century states, “In this century a public dispute arose 
mainly on the cult and the veneration of the statues in the churches…And the cause was of the greatest 
weight: since the cult of images lasts until today in the territory subjected to the popes, and fills their public 
defensors of impudence, verbosity, power.” Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica Historia, vol. 3, 
unnumbered page, preface to the eighth century; cited and translated in Scavizzi, The Controversy on 
Images, 192 n. 76.  
77 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 163-164, 192 n. 78; citing Flacius Illyricus et al., Ecclesiastica 
Historia, vol. 3: 588.  
78 Backus, Historical Method and Confessional Identity, 375.  
79 Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici (Rome: Ex typographia vaticana, 1588-1607). Bosio’s scholarship 
and patronage will be the subject of Chapter Six.  
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To conclude, Protestant arguments against the use of images prompted responses 

from Roman Catholic scholars who were eager to defend the authority and antiquity of 

the cult of images. Sixteenth-century debates about image theology and the origin of the 

cult of images also stimulated dialogue about internal Catholic reform movements. The 

claim of continuity served as a guiding principle for sixteenth-century Catholic reforms, 

which sought to revive what early modern Catholics perceived to be early Christian 

traditions and devotional practices. The Roman Catholic defense of sacred images played 

a vital role in the Catholic Church’s efforts to promote the cult of the dead and the 

veneration of saints’ relics, which were interconnected. The early Christian art found in 

the catacombs on Via Salaria in 1578 enabled Roman Catholic scholars to develop 

historical studies on early Christian devotional practices that collectively defended the 

cult of images, relics, and saints.  The rest of this dissertation will examine these topics.  
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Chapter 2:  
The Invention of Christian Antiquity: 

A Historical Foundation for the Tridentine Defense of Sacred Art  

 

A ceiling fresco of The Triumph of Christianity (1582–1585) by Tommaso 

Laureti (1530–1602) in the Sala di Constantino of the Vatican Palace depicts a pagan 

statue of Mercury lying shattered on the ground below the crucified Christ (Fig. 21). 

While Protestants theologians attacked the papacy’s idolatrous practices, Laureti’s fresco 

of the fallen statue of Mercury asserted the Counter-Reformation papacy’s triumph over 

idolatry and paganism. Mercury’s caduceus (a staff wrapped with two entwined serpents) 

which Livy had described as a symbol of peace, rests in the central panel of the 

foreground among the idol’s dismembered head, torso, arms, and legs.1 The statue’s 

disembodied left arm holding the caduceus transformed a symbol of peace into a sign of 

division. In contrast, the cross stands on a pedestal directly above the fragmented idol. By 

elevating holy object on columns or pedestals, the Church had long appropriated the 

presentation of pagan cult statues. The figure of the crucified Christ raised on a pedestal 

stands triumphantly over the vanquished Roman god; Laureti had transformed an image 

of death into a sign of victory.2  

This dramatic scene of the cross conquering and supplanting idolatrous imagery, 

however, unfolds in the empty nave of a classical basilica, an architecture embodying the 

continuity between pagan antiquity and Christian Rome. Engaged Corinthian columns in 
                                                
1 Titus Livius (Livy), The History of Rome, Book 8, trans. Canon Robers (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 
1912), ch. 20: 4-5; Walter J. Friedlander, The Golden Wand of Medicine: A History of the Caduceus 
Symbol in Medicine, Contributions in Medical Studies (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992), 128. 
2 Francesca Fiorani, The Marvel of Maps: Art, Cartography, and Politics in Renaissance Italy (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 212-215. Fiorani gives a detailed analysis of the ceiling panel of 
Laureti’s ceiling fresco and its relationship to the iconographic program of the Sala di Constantino and the 
wall frescoes depicting episodes from the life of Emperor Constantine. Of course the notion that the cross is 
both a sign of death and victory long predates Laureti’s fresco. For example, see my discussion of the fifth-
century crux gemmata, on page 281-282 in Chapter Six below.  
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rich colored marbles frame empty niches, which one could imagine once held pagan 

statues. The only ornamentation on the walls of the basilica is the papal crest of Pope 

Sixtus V (1585–1590) in the top left and right corners of the composition. By setting his 

fresco in the empty nave, Laureti directs the viewer’s focus to the relationship between 

the image of the crucified Christ and the shattered idol. Christ’s crucified body hangs at 

the vanishing point of the perspectivally-constructed classical basilica; that body is the 

literal vertex marking the intersection of pagan antiquity and papal Christianity.3 

Laureti’s fresco reflects the Counter-Reformation papacy’s complex and often 

paradoxical understanding of the continuity and rupture between Rome’s pagan and 

Christian heritage.4   

The imagery of early Christian Rome in triumph over paganism emblematizes a 

cultural moment: the transition from the High Renaissance taste for pagan antiquities to 

the revival of early Christian art and architecture. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries, Renaissance popes had preserved and even restored classical statues of ancient 

pagan gods, which they proudly displayed in the Vatican Palace.5 Rather than celebrating 

                                                
3 Christian K. Kleinbub, “Bramante’s Ruined Temple and the Dialectics of the Image,” Renaissance 
Quarterly 63, no. 2 (2010): 452-453; James Elkins, The Poetics of Perspective (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1994), 150. Both Elkins and Kleinbub compare the use of perspective in Laureti’s ceiling 
fresco with Donato Bramante’s engraving of The Ruined Temple and discuss the diverse perspectives of the 
two images on the relationship between the Christian sign of the cross and pagan antiquities.  
4 The relationship between Rome’s classical culture and its influence on the development of Christian art 
and architecture has been a central topic in modern scholarship on early Christian and medieval art in 
Rome. This topic was also an important issue for the Renaissance and Counter-Reformation Church in 
Rome. For modern scholarship on the relationship between pagan and early Christian culture in late antique 
Rome, see Emerson H. Swift, Roman Sources of Christian Art (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1951); John R. Curran, Pagan City and Christian Capital: Rome in the Fourth Century (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000); Maria Fabricius Hansen, The Eloquence of Appropriation: Prolegomena to an Understanding 
of Spolia in Early Christian Rome (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2003).  
5 Hans Henrick Brummer, The Statue Court in the Vatican Belvedere (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 
1970); Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500-
1900 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), 7-15; Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: 
Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999). 
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Rome’s ancient art treasures, Laureti’s image of the fallen idol affirmed the pope’s role 

as the “destroyer of pagan idols” on the venerable model of the iconoclast Pope Gregory 

the Great (540–604).6 The message of Laureti’s fresco was undoubtedly colored by its 

setting. The walls of the Sala di Costantino had been decorated over six decades earlier 

(1517–1524) by the workshop of Raphael (1483–1520), the most classicizing of 

painters.7 They included scenes such as the Baptism of Constantine by Pope Sylvester 

(Fig. 23) that, like Laureti’s ceiling painting, declared the supremacy of Christ over 

Caesar. In much the same way, the Counter-Reformation Church’s attitudes towards 

sacred art present both rupture and continuity with Rome’s imperial legacy.8 

Following the Council of Trent (1545–1563), Catholic Reformers faced the 

challenge of reframing the Church’s attitudes towards Rome’s complex history and the 

city’s innumerable pagan images and monuments.9 Post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art 

repeatedly blamed Renaissance artists for teaching errors and misleading audiences with 

fantastical subjects and all’antica nude figures in religious images.10 While Catholic 

                                                
6 Tilmann Budddensieg, “Gregory the Great, the Destroyer of Pagan Idols: The History of a Legend 
Concerning the Decline of Ancient Art and Literature,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 28 
(1965): 44-65; Cole, “Perpetual Exorcism in Sistine Rome,” 58. 
7 On Raphael’s classical style, see Konrad Oberhuber ed., Roma e lo stile classico di Raffaello: 1515–1527 
(Milan: Electa, 1999). On Raphael’s relieflike style and Christian classicism in the Sala di Costantino, see 
Marcia Hall, “Classicism, Mannerism and the Relieflike Style,” in The Cambridge Companion to Raphael, 
ed. Marcia B. Hall (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 234-235. 
8 For example, Cesare Baronio’s translation procession of the relics of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and 
Achilleus to SS. Nereo e Achilleo in 1597 imitated the triumphal processions of imperial Rome; however, 
Baronio’s Christian triumph represented the Christian martyrs surpassing the glory of the Roman 
Emperors. See pages 259-264 in Chapter Six below.  
9 On the defense of doctrine and tradition at the Council of Trent, see pages 57-62 below.  
10 Giovanni Andrea Gilio, Dialogo nel quale si raciona degli errori e degli abusi de’ pittori circa l’istorie 
(1564), in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, fra manierismo e Controriforma, vol. 2, ed. Paola Barocchi 
(Bari: G. Laterza: 1961), 1-115; Gabriele Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et profane (Bologna, 
1582), in Trattati d’arte, vol. 2, 117-509; for an English translation of Paleotti’s treatise, see Discourse on 
Sacred and Profane Images, Texts & Documents, trans. William McCuaig, introduction by Paolo Prodi 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2012). On Gilio’s and Paleotti’s treatises on sacred art, see 
Giuseppe Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images from Calvin to Baronius (New York: Peter Lang, 1992), 
93-114, 131-148. On Paleotti’s treatise, see pages 78-85 below. 
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theologians criticized and censored the work of many artists in the late sixteenth century, 

they also defended the ability of sacred art to teach and inspire audiences.  

The unrestrained use of ancient pagan art as models for sacred images during the 

High Renaissance undermined the Counter-Reformation papacy’s efforts to distinguish 

the Catholic cult of images from pagan idolatry.11 I argue that Protestant polemics 

challenging the Roman Catholic claim of continuity required Roman Catholics to develop 

a new approach to the study and artistic emulation of antiquities in the late sixteenth 

century. To combat the baleful effect of the High Renaissance delight in pagan images, 

early modern Catholic theologians and scholars recommended that early Christian art be 

the standard for contemporary devotional images.12  

Counter-Reformation image theology was a significant departure from High 

Renaissance art theory; early Christian and medieval art had often been dismissed by 

fifteenth- and sixteenth-century artists and patrons, who generally preferred the 

naturalistic and idealized forms represented in classical art.13 But while style had been a 

principle concern in Renaissance art theory promoting the emulation of classical art, post-

Tridentine image theology focused on iconography and devotional response. The 

redefined criteria for evaluating sacred art allowed for imaginative recreations of early 

Christian art.14 Early modern Catholic patrons could continue to embrace post-Tridentine 
                                                
11 On the collection and use of classical antiquities in Renaissance Rome, see Kathleen Wren Christian, 
Empire without End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press 2010). 
12 See my discussion of post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art by Carlo Borromeo and Gabriele Paleotti on 
pages 75-85 below.  
13 On the changing reception of early Christian and medieval art during the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, see Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past (New Haven: 
Yale University Press 1993), 112-121. 
14 On Gabriele Paleotti’s criteria for evaluating sacred art based on the viewer’s response and the forms of 
delight evoked by looking at art, see Brenda Deen Schildgen, “Cardinal Paleotti and the Discorso intorno 
alle imagini sacre e profane,” in Sacred Possessions: Collecting Italian Religious Art 1500-1900, Issues & 
Debates, ed. Gail Feigenbaum and Sybille Ebert-Schifferer with the assistance of Galina Tirnanic (Los 
Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2011), 12-13. 
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artists who used classical styles while also promoting early Christian art as a standard for 

the affecting quality of sacred art that would elicit emotional responses in worshipers. As 

we shall see, the creative use of early Christian art as models for contemporary 

devotional images contributed to Catholic polemics promoting the continuity of Catholic 

tradition.  

In this chapter, my review of previous scholarship on the Council of Trent, post-

Tridentine liturgical reforms, and post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art addresses the 

diverse ways in which early modern Catholic polemics and reforms promoted the 

continuity of Catholic tradition. As previously discussed, Protestant attacks on sacred art 

were part of larger arguments against external forms of devotion and the veneration of 

holy matter.15 This chapter considers how the Council of Trent and post-Tridentine 

scholarship responded to Protestant polemics by defending the Catholic liturgy and 

collectively affirming the cult of saints, relics, and images. Following the 1578 catacomb 

discovery, early modern Catholics argued that these contested Catholic traditions 

originated in the early Christian era when the persecuted Church gathered in the 

catacombs to celebrate the liturgy and venerate the images and relics of the martyrs 

buried there.16  

 

THE COUNCIL OF TRENT: DEFENDING DOCTRINE AND TRADITION  

The Council of Trent was a defining moment for the Roman Catholic Church in 

the Reformation period.17 The Council established the direction of the Counter-

                                                
15 See pages 34-37 in Chapter One above.  
16 My description of early modern interpretations of the catacombs as devotional sites for the early Church 
is based on sixteenth-century accounts of the catacombs on Via Salaria. See pages 107-136 in Chapter 
Three below.  
17 On the Council of Trent, see Concilium Tridentinum: Diariorum, Actorum, Epistolarum, Tractatuum 
Nova Collectio, 13 vols., ed. Societas Goerresiana (Freiburg: Herder, 1901-1967); Hubert Jedin, Geschichte 
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Reformation by reaffirming Roman Catholic doctrine and traditions in response to the 

challenges of the Protestant Reformation; it also addressed internal reforms within the 

Catholic Church, creating a course for the Catholic Reformation.18 The Council 

particularly influenced Catholic historical scholarship and the visual arts: it repeatedly 

affirmed the continuity of Catholic doctrine and tradition with the apostolic era, 

establishing “a distinctively Catholic historiographical principle”;19 the last session of the 

Council upheld the cult of images, legitimizing the use of sacred art and promoting 

devotional practice that engaged the senses.20 By reviewing the history of the Council 

leading up to its decrees on the cult of images in the twenty-fifth and final session 

(1563),21 this section addresses how Trent promoted scholarship on the Christian past, 

which I argue motivated the development of early modern Christian archeology in post-

Tridentine Rome.  

The Council of Trent provided a foundation for subsequent Catholic scholars and 

reformers to research the early Christian origins and history of Catholic doctrine and 

devotional practices that would promote the claim of continuity.22 Among the first eight 

sessions of the Council, held between 1545 and 1547, it was the fourth, fifth, and sixth 

                                                
des Konzils von Trient, 4 vols. (Freiburg: Herder, 1949-1975). The first two volumes of Jedin’s Geschichte 
des Konzils von Trient have been translated into English. Jedin, A History of the Council of Trent, trans. 
Ernest Graf (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1957-1961); Jedin, “Das Konzil von Trient und die 
Reform der liturgischen Bücher,” Ephemerides liturgicae 59 (1945): 5-38; Il Concilio di Trento e la 
riforma tridentina atti del Convegno storico internazionale, Trento, 2-6 settembre 1963, 2 vols. (Rome: 
Herder, 1965); Giuseppe Alberigo, “The Council of Trent,” in Catholicism in Early Modern History: A 
Guide to Research, ed. John O'Malley (St. Louis: Center for Reformation Research, 1988), 211-226; 
O’Malley, Trent: What Happened at the Council (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2013).  
18 On naming the Catholic side of the reformation, see note 5 on page 2 of the Introduction above. 
19 O’Malley, Trent, 287. For O’Malley’s views on the claim of continuity made at the Council of Trent, see 
note 7 on page 2 in the Introduction above.   
20 Ibid., 287-288.  
21 The last session of the Council of Trent and the decrees on sacred images will be the subject of the next 
section on pages 63-69 below.  
22 O’Malley, Trent, 288. 
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that addressed the most important doctrinal issues challenged by Protestant reformers. In 

the fourth session the Council upheld the authority of the canonical scriptures and the 

Latin Vulgate by St. Jerome.23 The fifth session considered the doctrine of original sin in 

refutation of Luther’s doctrine concerning “total depravity.”24 In the sixth, the Council 

gave a detailed exposition on the controversial doctrine of justification. The Council’s 

decrees asserted:  
 

By mortifying the members of their own flesh, and by presenting them as 
instruments of justice unto sanctification, [Roman Catholics], through the 
observance of the commandments of God and of the Church, faith co-
operating with good works, increase in that justice which they have 
received through the grace of Christ, and are still further justified.25  

By affirming that the process of justification through the grace of Christ requires both 

faith and good works, the Council opposed both Calvin’s doctrine of predestination and 

Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith alone. The Council condemned these Protestant 

doctrines as “vain confidence, and one alien from all godliness, preached up in opposition 

to the Catholic Church.”26 While the first period of the Council made substantial progress 

in addressing highly debated doctrinal issues, it made minimal contributions to 

disciplinary issues and internal reforms, which would not be addressed in detail until the 

third and final period of the Council.  

In 1547, the Council’s progress came to a halt when the proceedings were 

postponed and moved to Bologna following the outbreak of a typhus epidemic in Trent.27 

                                                
23 The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, trans. James Waterford (London: C. Dolman, 1848), 
17-21. 
24 Ibid., 21-29. 
25 Ibid., 37. 
26 Ibid., 36. The decrees from the sixth session of the Council of Trent specifically address Luther’s 
doctrine of justification by faith in chapter nine and Calvin’s doctrine of predestination in chapter twelve. 
Ibid., 36-37, 39-40. 
27 Ibid., 67-70. 
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The second phase of the Council of Trent began in 1551 when Pope Julius III (1550–

1555) reopened the Council for the twelfth through the sixteenth sessions, held between 

1551 and 1552. These sessions focused on the doctrines and reforms related to the 

sacraments. The Council particularly affirmed the early Christian origins and scriptural 

foundations of sacraments and rituals, which had been called into question by Protestant 

theologians and historians. For example, the fourteenth session of the Council upheld the 

Sacrament of Extreme Unction, which had been rejected by Luther and Calvin.28 The 

Council’s decrees on Extreme Unction emphasized the origins of the sacrament in Jesus’ 

ministry stating:  
 

This sacred unction of the sick was instituted by Christ our Lord, as truly 
and properly a sacrament of the new law, insinuated indeed in Mark, but 
recommended and promulgated to the faithful by James the Apostle, and 
brother of the Lord. Is any man, he saith, sick among you? Let him bring 
in the priests of the Church, and let them pray over him, anointing him 
with oil in the name of the Lord.29  

By affirming the apostolic origins of this sacrament, the Council explicitly supported the 

claim of continuity. The Council, thus, provided a foundation for subsequent scholars to 

establish a more rigorous defense of the sacraments and Catholic liturgical traditions 

based on historical research demonstrating the continuity of these practices from the 

apostolic era.30  

The Council was suspended again under the papacy of Pope Paul IV (1555–

1559).31 Pope Pius IV (1559–1565) reopened the Council in 1561. Between 1561 and 

                                                
28 For changing views on death and dying in Protestant Europe, see Craig Koslosfsky, The Reformation of 
the Dead: Death and Ritual in Early Modern Germany (1450-1700) (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000); 
Austra Reinis, Reforming the Art of Dying: The ars moriendi in the German Reformation (1519-1528) 
(Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2007). 
29 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 105.  
30 Ibid. 
31 Jedin, “Kirchenreform und Konzilsgedanke, 1550-1559,” Historisches Jahrbuch 54 (1934): 401-431; 
Alberigo, “The Council of Trent,” 215. 
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1563, the Council held its seventeenth through twenty-fifth and final sessions in Trent. 

This third and final phase of the Council addressed issues of internal reform and church 

discipline in much greater detail than the previous sessions. Under the leadership of 

Cardinal Giovanni Morone (1509–1580), the final sessions of the Council established 

guidelines for the training of clergy, the nominations of cardinals and bishops, regular 

meetings of diocesan and provincial synods, and rules for every bishop to visit the 

churches of his whole diocese annually; these were the central issues of the Council’s 

reforms for the clergy.32  

Building upon the Council’s decrees concerning the sacraments, the twenty-

second session addressed the doctrine on the sacrifice of the Mass so that “all errors and 

heresies being repelled [it may] be preserved in its own purity.”33 In this session, the 

Council upheld external forms of devotion that Protestant reformers had contested as 

medieval deviations from early Christian tradition.34 Private Masses, Masses in which the 

priest alone received the Eucharist, and the exclusive use of Latin in the Mass were issues 

of particular concern.35 The Council defended the apostolic origins of these ceremonies. 

The Council’s decrees explained that the use of external forms of devotion helped 

worshipers better understand the divine mysteries; in other words, external devotional 

practices aided internal meditation:    
 

                                                
32 On clerical reforms addressed at the Council of Trent, see James A. O’Donohoe, Tridentine Seminary 
Legislation: Its Sources and Its Formation (Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1957); Primo Telch, “La 
teologia del presbiterato e la formazione dei preti al Concilio di Trento e nell’epoca post-tridentina,” Studia 
Patavina 18 (1971): 343-389; Robert Trisco, “The Debate on the Election of Bishops in the Council of 
Trent,” The Jurist 34 (1975): 257-291; Hubert Jedin and Giuseppe Alberigo, La figura ideale del vescovo 
secondo la Riforma cattolica, 2nd ed. (Brescia: Morcelliana, 1985); Alberigo, “The Council of Trent” 217. 
33 Canons and Decrees of Council of Trent, 152. 
34 See pages 34-37 and 42-44 in Chapter One above.  
35 Herman A. P. Schmidt, Liturgie et langue vulgaire. Le problème du langue liturgique chez les premiers 
réformateurs et au Concile de Trente (Rome: Universitatis Gregorianae, 1950); Niels Krogh Rasmussen, 
“Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” in Catholicism in Early Modern History: A Guide to Research, 279. 
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And whereas such is the nature of man, that, without external helps, he 
cannot easily be raised to the meditation of divine things; therefore [the 
Church] has likewise employed ceremonies, such as mystic benedictions, 
lights, incense, vestments, and many other things of this kind, derived 
from an apostolical discipline and tradition.36 

The Council’s argument that external signs stimulated the “meditation of divine things” 

was a fundamental principle in the defense of ceremonies and rituals.37 Protestant 

theologians had rejected these forms of external devotion as idolatrous and contradictory 

to proper interior forms of worship; conversely, the Council of Trent affirmed that 

external and internal forms of worship worked together. Divergent views about the ways 

in which external and internal forms of worship either complimented or competed with 

each other had been central to debates about the problem of holy matter since the late 

Middle Ages.38 By claiming that external forms of devotion “derived from an apostolical 

discipline,” the Council of Trent challenged Protestant arguments that elaborate rituals 

were the product of superstitions that had developed in the Middle Ages.39 The Council’s 

defense of the benefits of ceremonies and “external helps” as aids for interior devotion 

would also be employed to defend the cult of images in the twenty-fifth and final session 

of the Council. 

 

 

                                                
36 Canons and Decrees of Council of Trent, 156 
37 On materiality in late medieval sacramental theology, which addressed the nature of consecrated objects 
used in the sacraments, such as the host, baptismal water, and the oil of last rites, see Caroline Walker 
Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2011), 145-154. 
38 Using the example of the Holy Name tables by Bernardino of Siena in the early fifteenth century, 
Bynum describes the ways in which late medieval theologians described divine presence and absence in 
devotional objects: “A simple object was both presence and absence. Exactly the insistent materiality that 
attracted adherents pressured the Franciscan preachers who promoted it to increasingly mystical and 
interiorized interpretations of its meaning. In short, interior and individualized religious response grew 
apace with exterior practices, partly as criticism, partly as complement.” Ibid, 269-270.  
39 On Protestant revisionist histories, see pages 44-52 in Chapter One above.  



 63 

THE LAST SESSION OF THE COUNCIL OF TRENT: DECREES ON SACRED IMAGES  

The twenty-fifth and final session of the Council of Trent (3–4 December 1563) 

addressed a variety of hotly debated issues related to Catholic tradition and devotional 

practices that had not previously received attention, including the veneration of images.40 

In this final session, the Council issued decrees upholding the Catholic Church’s beliefs 

and traditions concerning Purgatory, the veneration and relics of saints and sacred 

images, indulgences, and fasts and feast days.41 The Council affirmed these traditions, 

which Protestant reformers had argued were not based on the teaching of the Bible but 

had developed to increase the clergy’s power and wealth.42  

Because of the challenges and abuses related to the topics addressed at the last 

session, the Council issued general guidelines for priests concerning how to lead their 

congregations in observing Catholic traditions. The Council’s decree concerning 

Purgatory, which directly precedes its statements concerning the veneration of sacred 

images, provides some insight into its general recommendations about how bishops 

should teach challenging and disputed doctrines. The Council upheld the Church’s 

doctrine of Purgatory, affirming that it rested on “the sacred writings and the ancient 

tradition of the Fathers.” The decree concerning Purgatory, however, acknowledged the 

challenges of defending this doctrine by adjuring the clergy to avoid popular discussion 

on topics that raise difficult questions:  
 
But let the more difficult and subtle questions, and which tend not to 
edification, and from which for the most part there is no increase of piety, 
be excluded from popular discourses before the uneducated multitude. In 

                                                
40 Canons and Decrees of Council of Trent, 232.  
41 Ibid., 232-285. 
42 Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 159.   
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like manner, such things as are uncertain, or which labor under an 
appearance of error, let them not allow to be made public and treated of.43 

Although the Council upheld the doctrine of Purgatory, it was not necessary for the 

clergy to instruct laypeople on the difficult theology; in fact, teaching on Purgatory was 

discouraged.  

The instructions for the clergy to avoid the “appearance of error” by not teaching 

the more challenging aspects of the doctrine publically demonstrated the Council’s 

approach toward difficult teachings. Rather than encouraging public discourse on the 

subtle questions concerning Purgatory, for example, the Council prioritized the 

continuation of rituals for the deceased and the participation of laypeople in the cult of 

the dead:   
 
But let the bishops take care, that the suffrages of the faithful who are 
living, to wit the sacrifices of masses, prayers, alms, and other works of 
piety, which have been wont to be performed by the faithful for the other 
faithful departed, be piously and devoutly performed, in accordance with 
the institutes of the church.44 

These rituals were necessary because the prayers, rituals, and acts of piety performed by 

the living could aid the dead in their passage from Purgatory to Heaven.45 Although the 

Council’s instructions concerning Purgatory did not address the origins of the traditions 

and rituals associated with the cult of the dead, post-Tridentine scholarship on the 

catacombs would focus on affirming the early Christian origins of contested Catholic 

funerary rituals.46  Following the Council of Trent, the 1578 catacomb discovery revealed 

                                                
43 Canons and Decrees of Council of Trent, 233. 
44 Ibid. 
45 On the art of dying, funerary rituals, and the doctrine of Purgatory, see Carlos M. N. Eire, From Madrid 
to Purgatory: The Art and Craft of Dying in Sixteenth-Century Spain, Cambridge Studies in Early Modern 
History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
46 For example, Onofrio Panvinio’s treatise on early Christian funerary rituals and the ancient church’s 
cemeteries in Rome expanded upon the Council of Trent’s decrees about the cult of the dead. Onofrio 
Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi Mortuos apud Veteres Christianos et Eorundem Coemeteriis Liber (Cologne: 
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a wealth of archeological sources that would help Catholic antiquarians defend the early 

Christian origins of the cult of the dead.  

The next topics addressed at the twenty-fifth session of the Council of Trent 

concerned the cult of saints, relics, and sacred images, which were traditions that early 

modern Catholics claimed had originated in the early Church when the persecuted 

Christians worshiped in the catacombs.47 In the opening lines of the decree “on the 

invocation, veneration, and relics, of saints, and on sacred images,” the Council affirmed 

“the intercession and invocation of saints; the honor (paid) to relics; and the legitimate 

use of images.”48 The Council’s consideration of the cult of saints, relics, and images in 

the same decree reflects that these traditions were inter-related. The veneration of relics 

and images was a powerful means of honoring the saints and invoking their intercession. 

The Council affirmed that the practices of venerating the relics and images of saints had 

been “received from the primitive times of the Christian religion”;49 post-Tridentine 

scholarship on the origins of these traditions in the catacombs would lend authority to the 

Council’s claim. 

The Council’s decrees affirming the invocation and veneration of saints, relics, 

and images provided a foundation for the defense of these traditions, against Protestant 

objections. First, the Council provided guidelines for how the bishops and clergy should 

teach the faithful about the intercession of saints:  
 
The saints, who reign together with Christ, offer up their own prayers to 
God for men; that it is good and useful suppliantly to invoke them, and to 

                                                
Maternus Cholinus, 1568). On Panvinio’s post-Tridentine defense of the cult of the dead in De Ritu, see 
pages 95-103 in Chapter Three below.  
47 On sixteenth and seventeenth-century descriptions of the catacombs as sites where there the early 
Church honored the cult of martyrs, relics, and images, see pages 95-136 in Chapter Three below and pages 
150-161 in Chapter Four below.  
48 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 233-234. 
49 Ibid., 233.  
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have recourse to their prayers, aid, and help for obtaining benefits from 
God through His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord…but that they think 
impiously, who deny that the saints, who enjoy eternal happiness in 
heaven, are to be invocated; or who assert either that they do not pray for 
men; or, that the invocation of them to pray for each of us even in 
particular, is idolatry.50 

In this statement, the Council reframed the discussion on idolatry. Protestant theologians, 

the Council asserted, were impious in their refusal to recognize the power of the saints 

and the sanctity of the martyrs’ bodies:  
 
The holy bodies of holy martyrs, and of others now living with Christ,—
which bodies were the living members of Christ, and the temple of the 
Holy Ghost, and which are by Him to be raised unto eternal life, and to be 
glorified,—are to be venerated by the faithful… they who affirm that 
veneration and honor are not due to the relics of saints; or, that these, and 
other sacred monuments, are uselessly honored by the faithful; and that the 
places dedicated to the memories of the saints are in vain visited with the 
view of obtaining their aid; are wholly to be condemned.51 

To defend the cult of relics, the Council summarized the Catholic theology of the body. 

Martyrs’ bodies and relics were “living members of Christ”; therefore, they should 

receive the honor and reverence from the faithful. The Council also upheld the tradition 

of pilgrimage by affirming that the “places dedicated to the memories of the saints” were 

holy and should be visited by the faithful due to Christ himself. The Council’s decrees 

concerning the veneration of relics had significant implications for early modern 

devotions at the martyrs’ tombs in the Roman catacombs.52  

Directly following its decrees defending the cult of saints and relics, the Council 

upheld the related tradition of sacred images.53 Opposing the Protestant iconoclastic 

movements, the Council decreed that “images of Christ, of the Virgin Mother of God, 
                                                
50 Ibid., 234. 
51 Ibid. 
52 On the early modern cult of relics in the Roman catacombs, see pages 119-136 in Chapter Three below.  
53 On the relationship between images and relics in popular devotion, see Megan Holmes, The Miraculous 
Images in Renaissance Florence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).  
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and of the other saints, are to be had and retained particularly in temples, and that due 

honor and veneration are to be given them.”54 Defending the cult of images against 

Protestant claims of idolatry, the Council instructed the faithful about the “legitimate use 

of images.”55 These instructions expanded on decrees from the twenty-second session, 

which had explained how external forms of devotion should aid interior meditation on 

divine, immaterial things:56  
 
not that any divinity, or virtue, is believed to be in [these images], on 
account of which they are to be worshipped…as was of old done by the 
Gentiles who placed their hope in idols; but because the honor which is 
shown them is referred to the prototypes which those images 
represent…and we venerate the saints, whose similitude they bear: as, by 
the decrees of Councils, and especially of the second Synod of Nicaea, has 
been defined against the opponents of images.  

And the bishops shall carefully teach this, —that, by means of the 
histories of the mysteries of our Redemption, portrayed by paintings or 
other representations, the people are instructed, and confirmed in (the 
habit of) remembering, and continually revolving in mind the articles of 
faith; as also that great profit is derived from all sacred images, not only 
because the people are thereby admonished of the benefits and gifts 
bestowed upon them by Christ, but also because the miracles which God 
has performed by means of the saints, and their salutary examples, are set 
before the eyes of the faithful; that so they may give God thanks for those 
things; may order their own lives and manners in imitation of the saints; 
and may be excited to adore and love God, and to cultivate piety. 57 

The Council contrasted the legitimate use of Christian images with the customs of the 

pagans who “placed their hope in idols,” believing that their images themselves were 

divine. This passage identifies two fundamental arguments in the Catholic defense of 

sacred images that distinguished the Catholic Church’s use of images from pagan 

idolatry. First, Christian images encouraged devotees to worship the prototype 

                                                
54 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 234. 
55 Ibid.  
56 See pages 61-62 above.  
57 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 234-235. 
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represented in the image, not the image itself as some Protestant reformers claimed; 

rather, the acts of devotion performed before an image were directed to the holy figure 

represented whose likeness the image bears. Second, images taught the mysteries of faith 

and presented models for imitation, which ensured piety and devotion. Because of these 

benefits, the Council strongly affirmed that sacred images had an important place in 

Christian worship. 

The Council, however, acknowledged the dangers and errors associated with these 

traditions. Its decrees asserted, “In the invocation of saints, the veneration of relics, and 

the sacred use of images, every superstition shall be removed.”58 The Council instructed 

the clergy that “figures shall not be painted or adorned with a beauty exciting to lust; nor 

the celebration of the saints, and the visitation of relics be by any perverted into reveling 

and drunkenness; as if festivals are celebrated to the honor of the saints by luxury and 

wantonness.”59 The Council’s decrees on these matters, however, did not give specific 

recommendations regarding how to avoid these errors and abuses; Post-Tridentine 

treatises on sacred art were needed to address numerous issues pertaining to the reform of 

art that had not been addressed by the Council.60   

The Council removed the threat of iconoclasm that had stripped churches of art in 

many Protestant territories; in doing so, they decisively shaped the character of Catholic 

worship.61 As John O’Malley has written, “It was in keeping with the sacramental 

                                                
58 Ibid., 235. 
59 Ibid., 236. For similar instructions given by early Christian authors on the need for decorum in the 
celebration of saints’ feast days, see pages 16-17 in the Introduction above.  
60 On the need for further instructions about sacred art to expand on the Council’s decrees, see Ruth S. 
Noyes, “Aut Numquid Post Annos Mille Quingentos Docenda Est Ecclesia Catholica Quomodo Sacrae 
Imagines Pingantur?: Post–Tridentine Image Reform and the Myth of Gabriele Paleotti,” The Catholic 
Historical Review 99, no. 2 (2013): 239-261. Post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art will be discussed on 
pages 75-85 below.  
61 O’Malley, Trent, 273-274. 
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principle so distinctive of Catholicism, spirit mediated through material signs. 

Catholicism emerged as the most sensuous of the post-Reformation churches.”62  The 

Council’s affirmation of the use of images was part of a collective defense of external 

forms of devotion that engaged the senses.63 It would provide the theological foundation 

for some of the most dramatic, emotional, and powerful art the world has even known. 

Trent also established a course for post-Tridentine reform movements that aimed 

to demonstrate the continuity of Catholic tradition by studying and reviving early 

Christian liturgical practices. To some extent, as I argue below, the revival had to be 

imaginative, for gaps in the evidence abounded. I find that the Council’s influence on the 

visual arts and the Catholic historiographical principle contributed to the artistic and 

intellectual culture that motivated the early modern exploration of the catacombs.  

Early Christian paintings in the catacombs presented evidence from the early 

Church to support both the Council’s affirmation of the use of sacred images and the 

Catholic claim of continuity. Furthermore, the cult of saints, relics, and images 

intersected in the catacombs, uniting the early Christian history of these contested 

traditions. Building upon the claim of continuity established at the Council, early modern 

scholarship on the Roman catacombs sought to demonstrate collectively the early 

Christian origins of the cult of saints, relics, and images. 

 

LITURGICAL REFORM AND SACRED HISTORY IN THE DEFENSE OF CONTINUITY 

Following the Council of Trent, one way Catholic scholars defended the antiquity 

of the Church’s devotional practices was by researching the early Christian past to find 

                                                
62 Ibid.  
63 On the post-Tridentine Church’s embrace of the sensuous, see Marcia B. Hall and Tracy E.  Cooper, 
eds., The Sensuous in the Counter-Reformation Church (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
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authenticating sources. Scholarship on church history particularly informed the revision 

of Tridentine liturgical books; this scholarship was part of the post-Tridentine Church’s 

efforts to present the reformed liturgy as a return to early Christian practices. By framing 

post-Tridentine reforms as a revival of early Christian practices, early modern Catholic 

reformers avoided the charge of innovation or change.64 I argue that the Catholic 

historiographical principle guiding Tridentine reform of the liturgy was also central to the 

reform of sacred art. The use of historical scholarship to inform the revision of the 

Tridentine liturgical texts presents a model for how the study of early Christian art in the 

catacombs could have influenced the reform of sacred art in the late sixteenth century.  

In the twenty-fifth and final session, the Council of Trent decreed that a 

commission be formed to oversee the revision of the Breviarium Romanum (Roman 

Breviary, 1568) and the Missale Romanum (Roman Missal, 1570).65 Although the decrees 

only ordered the reform of the Roman Breviary and the Roman Missal, the Council 

initiated a period of reform that produced a series of revised liturgical books between 

1567 and 1614.66 The revision of Tridentine liturgical books and especially the 
                                                
64 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 63. 
65 Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 279; Manlio Sodi and Achille Maria Triacca, eds., 
Breviarium Romanum. Editio Princeps, 1568 (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1999); Sodi and 
Triacca, eds., Missale Romanum Editio Princeps, 1570 (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1998). 
For the Council’s impact on liturgical reform, see Ditchfiled, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 18; 
Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 273-297; John Harper, The Forms and Orders of Western 
Liturgy from the Tenth to the Eighteenth Century: A Historical Introduction and Guide for Students and 
Musicians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 153-164; Michel Huglo, “Breviary,” Grove Music 
Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press; James W. McKinnon, et al., “Mass,” Grove Music 
Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press.  
66 Rasmussen, “Liturgy and the Liturgical Arts,” 277-279. Rasmussen challenges the use of the term 
“Tridentine” to refer to all of the liturgical books published between 1567 and 1614, but I agree with Simon 
Ditchfield’s argument that these books reflect “the spirit of regularization enunciated at Trent.” Ditchfield, 
Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 18 n. 7. Following Ditchfield’s argument, the Tridentine liturgical books 
include: the Roman Breviary (1586), the Roman Missal (1570), the Roman Martyrology (1582–1630), the 
Roman Pontifical (1596), the Ceremonial (1600), and the Roman Ritual (1614). The Breviary, Missal, and 
Martyrology will be discussed below. Pope Clement VIII (1592–1605) commissioned the reformed 
Pontificale Romanum (Roman Pontifical, 1596) and the Ceremoniale Episcoporum (Ceremonial, 1600), 
explaining the pontifical liturgy performed by bishops. See Manlio Sodi and Achille M. Triacca, eds., 
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hagiographical readings in the Roman Breviary created an impetus for researching and 

rewriting saints’ lives and church histories.67 

Humanist scholarship and its rigorous critique of texts provided an essential 

foundation for post-Tridentine efforts to rewrite liturgical texts based on reliable sources 

that would educate the clergy on the lives of the saints and the early Church.68 

Particularly, Cardinal Francisco Quiñones’s Breviarium Romanum of 1535 provided a 

foundation for the Tridentine Roman Breviary of 1568.69 Quiñones researched the lives 

of the saints for his edition of the Breviary so that it would “contain nothing that would 

                                                
Pontificale Romanum. Editio Princeps (1595-1596), Libreria Editrice Vaticana, introduction and appendix 
by R. Farina (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1997); Sodi and Triacca, eds., Caeremoniale 
Episcoporum. Editio Princeps, 1600 (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2000). On the Pontifical and 
the Ceremonial, see Marc Dykmans, Le Pontifical romain. Révisé au XVe siècle (Vatican City: Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 1985), 149-157; Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 280. During the papacy of 
Pius IV, Carlo Borromeo began the preliminary work for the revision of the Pontifical. See Pietro Borella, 
“De Sancto Carlo Borromeo eiusque adiutoribus in Caeremoniali Episcoporum componendo,” 
Ephemerides Liturgicae 51 (1937): 64-80; Enrico Cattaneo, San Carlo Borromeo e la liturgia, Ambrosius 
42 (Milan: Centro Ambrosiano di Documentazione e Studi Religiosi, 1966). The revision of the Rituale 
Romanum (Roman Ritual, 1614) was the last Tridentine liturgical book published under Pope Paul V 
(1605–1621); it was recommended to bishops but did not suppress earlier liturgies. See Manlio Sodi, Juan 
Javier Flores Arcas, and Achille M. Triacca, eds., Rituale Romanum. Editio Princeps (1614) (Vatican City: 
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2004). On the Roman Ritual, see Bruno Löwenberg, Das Rituale des Kardinals 
Julius Sanctorius: Eine Beitrag zur Enststehungsgeschichte des Rituale (München: Druk der Salesianischen 
Offizin, 1937); Löwenberg, “Die Erstausgabe des Rituale Romanum von 1614,” Zeitschrift für katholische 
Theologie 66 (1942): 141-147; Ireneo García Alonso, “Edicíon Tridentina del Manual Toledano y su 
incorporación al Ritual Romano,” Salmanticenses 6 (1959): 323-399; Balthasar Fischer, “Das 
Originalmanuskript des Rituale Romanum,” Trierer theologische Zeitschrift 70 (1961): 244-246; 
Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 280. 
67 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 23.  
68 Ibid., 26-27.  
69 For a critical edition of Quiñones’ Breviary, see Breviarium Romanum a Fr. Card. Quignonio Editum et 
Recognitum, iuxta Editionem Venetiis A.D. 1535 Impressam, ed. John Wickham Legg (Westmead: Gregg 
International Publishers, 1970); and for the 1537 edition The Second Recension of the Quignon Breviary, 
ed. John Wickham Legg (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1908). For a list of Quiñones’s sources, see 
Breviarium Romanum a Fr. Card. Quignonio, 203-205. For a discussion of Quiñones’s Breviary, see Josef 
Andres Jungmann, Pastoral Liturgy (London: Challoner Publications, 1962), 200-214; Alison Knowles 
Frazier, Possible Lives: Authors and Saints in Renaissance Italy (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2005), 66. On how Quiñones’ Breviary influenced the Tridentine revision of the Roman Breviary, see 
Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 23-27; Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 277-278. 
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offend serious and learned ears.”70 He consulted fifteenth-century humanist scholarship 

on saints lives, including Liber de Vita Christi ac Omnium Pontificum (1479) by 

Bartolomeo Platina (1421–1481) and a collection of 228 saints’ lives written by Antonio 

degli Agli (c.1400–1477), in an effort to make his hagiographical readings more 

historically sound.71  The Tridentine Breviary’s use of Quiñones’ hagiographical readings 

reflects the perceived quality of his research. Eighty-seven of the hagiographical readings 

in the Tridentine Breviary were based on Quiñones’ Breviary, while only fifty-four new 

readings were written specifically for the 1568 Breviary.72  

The Tridentine revisions of the Roman Breviary and Roman Missal established a 

new calendar of saints’ feasts, which greatly reduced the late-medieval calendars. By 

decreasing the number of saints’ feast days, the Tridentine calendar restored the more 

frequent reading of the regular, ferial offices, which were based on the psalms and 

Scriptures. The revision of the Tridentine calendar addressed the education of the clergy 

by establishing minimal standards of scriptural study through the regular reading of the 

ferial offices.73 Although the Tridentine Breviary introduced significant changes to the 

late medieval calendars and the Divine Office, the commission responsible for the 

                                                
70 Ditchfield, Liturgy Sanctity, and History, 25. This quotation comes from Quiñones’ preface to the 1535 
edition of his Breviary: “omnia sunt cultiora, graviora, et ex historia ecclesiastica, et auctoribus probatis 
gravibusque decerpta.” Breviarium Romanum a Fr. Card. Quignonio, xxiv; Ditchfield, Liturgy Sanctity, 
and History, 25 n. 33.   
71 Giovanni Mercati, “Per la storia del Breviario Quignoniano,” in Opere minori III: 1907–1916, Studi e 
testi 78 (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1937), 30-31; Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and 
History, 26; Frazier, Possible Lives, 66. 
72 Charles de Smedt, Introductio generalis ad historiam ecclesiasticam (Paris: V. Palmé, 1876), 187-180; 
Suitbert Bäumer, Histoire du Bréviaire (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1905), vol. 2, 181-183; Ditchfield, Liturgy, 
Sanctity and History, 26 n. 37. 
73 Pierre Batiffol, Histore du bréviaire romain (Paris: A. Picard, 1893), 224-5; Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, 
and History, 32-33. Ditchfield notes that Leonardo Marini, the Bishop of Lanciano and a member of the 
commission charged with the Tridentine revision of the Breviary, particularly advocated for more ferial 
readings. 
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revision asserted that these alterations had only stripped away the medieval additions to 

the text, restoring the liturgy to its early Christian form.74  

In a preliminary draft of the prefatory bull Quod a Nobis for the Tridentine 

Breviary, Guglielmo Sirleto (1514–1585), a member of the commission overseeing the 

revision of the Tridentine Breviary and the director for the Roman Missal of 1570, 

suggested language that would emphasize the unchanging nature of the liturgy.75 For 

example, he recommended the phrase, “nothing had been added or nothing had been put 

in their place” to describe the material that had been omitted from the former Breviary in 

the Tridentine revision.76 By resisting the appearance of innovation or change in the 

revised liturgical books, the revision of the Roman Breviary demonstrated the importance 

of continuity with the distant past as a principle objective of post-Tridentine liturgical 

reforms.77  

The revision of the Roman Missal of 1570 followed the new calendar established 

in the Roman Breviary; it continued the process of omitting apocryphal texts from the 

liturgy.78 The bull promulgating the revision of the Roman Missal asserted that particular 

liturgies had to be verified as being at least two hundred years old to be included in the 

new version.79 Following the revision of the calendar of saints in the Tridentine Breviary 

and Missal, Pope Gregory XIII (1572–1585) commissioned a new Martyrologium 

                                                
74 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 34-35.  
75 Ibid, 34. For Sirleto’s notations on the preliminary draft of the prefatory bull Quod a Nobis, Ditchfield 
cites Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (BAV), Vat. lat. 6171, fols. 15r-18r.  
76 Ibid., 35; citing BAV, Vat. lat. 6171, fol. 17v. 
77 Ibid.  
78 Sodi and Triacca, eds., Missale Romanum.  
79 Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 279; Amato P. Frutaz, “Contributo alla storia della riforma 
del Messale promulgato da san Pio V nel 1570,” in Problemi di vita religiosa in Italia nel Cinquecento: Atti 
del Convegno di storia della Chiesa in Italia, Bologna 2-6 settembre 1958, Italia sacra 2 (Padua: Antenore, 
1960), 187-214.  
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Romanum (Roman Martyrology, 1582–1630).80 Ten editions of the Roman Martyrology 

were published between 1582 and 1630. Cesare Baronio wrote an authoritative 

commentary to the Martyrology published in 1586, which included detailed historical 

notes and references to the early Christian sources documenting the lives of the martyrs.81 

In addition to the corpus of Tridentine liturgical texts, Pope Sixtus V established the 

Congregation of Sacred Rites in 1588 as part of his reform of the Roman Curia; the 

Congregation oversaw the implementation of the revised liturgies and evaluated the 

authenticity of local rites.82 The increased regulation of local rites overseen by the 

                                                
80 Martyrologium Romanum. Ab Idibus Octobris Anni Correctionis MDLXXXII usque ad Finem Eiusdem 
Anni. Gregorii XIII Pontificis Maximi Iussu Editum (Rome: Dominici Basae, 1582). For the development 
of the Roman Martyrology see the Bollandist critical edition in Hippolyte Delehaye, et al. Propylaeum ad 
Acta Sanctorum Decembris: Martyrologium Romanum ad Forman Editionis Typicae Scholiis Historicis 
Instructa (Brussels: Bollandist Society, 1940), ix –xxiii. On the revision of the Martyrologium Romanum 
and Cesare Baronio’s contributions to this project see Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 43-45; 
Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio e il Martyrologium Romanum: Problemi interpretative e 
linee evolutive di un rapporto diacronico,” in Nunc alia tempora alii mores: Storici e storia età 
postridentina, ed. Massimo Firpo (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2005), 47-89. 
81 Martyrologium Romanum ad Novam Kalendarii Rationem, et Ecclesiasticae Historiae Veritatem 
Restitutum. Gregorii XIII Pont. Max. iussu Editum. Accesserunt Notationes atque Tratatio de Martyrologio 
Romano. Auctore Caesare Baronio Sorano Congregationis Oratorii Presbytero. Cum Privilegio et 
Permissu Superiorum (Rome: Dominici Basae, 1586). For a list of the ten editions of the Martyrologium 
Romanum published between 1582 and 1630, see Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio e il Martyrologium 
Romanum,” 47-48; Rasmussen, “Liturgy and the Liturgical Arts,” 280; Georg Denzler, Kardinal Guglielmo 
Sirleto (1514-1585) Leben und Werke: ein Beitrag zur nachtridentinischen Reform, Münchener 
Theologische Studien 1, Historische Abteilung 17 (München: Hueber, 1964), 109-116. The Martyrology 
also includes a treatise on “computus,” the method of calculating the date of Easter according to the new 
Gregorian calendar, introduced under Pope Gregory XIII on 24 Februrary 1582. On the Gregorian calendar, 
see Vittorio Peri, Due date, un’unica Pasqua. Le origini della moderna disparità liturgica in una trattativa 
ecumenical tra Roma e Constantinopli (1582-1584) (Milan: Vita e pensiero, 1967); George V. Coyne, 
Michael Anthony Hoskin, and Olaf Pedersen, eds., Gregorian Reform of the Calendar: Proceedings of the 
Vatican Conference to Commemorate Its 400th Anniversary, 1582-1982 (Vatican City: Pontifica Academia 
Scientiarum, 1983).  
82 Bibliophilus, “De Sacra Rituum Congregationis Decretorum Collectionibus,” Ephemerides Liturgicae 44 
(1930): 433-448; Frederick R. McManus, The Congregation of Sacred Rites (Washington, D. C.: Catholic 
University of America Press, 1954); Niccolò del Re, La Curia Romana: Lineamenti storico-giuridici 
(Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1970); Wiktor Gramatowski, “Il fondo liturgico più antico 
dell’Archivio della S. Congregazione dei Riti (1588-1700),” Archivium Historiae Pontificiae 13 (1975): 
401-424; Rasmussen, “Liturgy and Liturgical Arts,” 280-281; Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 
17-18. One of the most important and well documented tasks of the Congregation of Sacred Rites was to 
review queries from local churches regarding the authenticity of alternative texts or calendars from those in 
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Congregation of Rites encouraged bishops to write or commission ecclesiastical histories 

and saints’ lives to defend their local cults and liturgical practices.83  

As I will argue, the claim of continuity, which was a guiding principle in the 

reform of Tridentine liturgical texts, also shaped the post-Tridentine reform of sacred art 

and architecture. Tridentine reforms of the liturgy and liturgical art both motivated 

scholarship on the early Christian past in order to authenticate contemporary practices as 

the revival of early Christian traditions.  

 

CATHOLIC IMAGE THEOLOGY IN TRIDENTINE ROME: BORROMEO AND PALEOTTI 

The Council of Trent had left issues regarding the reform of sacred art unresolved, 

but several treatises on sacred art written in the wake of the Council of Trent 

recommended early Christian images and architecture as authoritative standards for 

contemporary sacred art and architecture.84 Early modern scholarship on early Christian 

art in the catacombs not only defended the ancient origins of the cult of image, but also 

provided inspiration for the post-Tridentine reform of sacred art. Treatises on sacred art 

and architecture by Carlo Borromeo (1538–1584) and Gabriele Paleotti (1520–1597) 

reflect the importance of identifying authentic, early Christian models to inspire the 

                                                
the Tridentine liturgical books, most of which were refused. The decreta, the Congregation of Rites’s 
responses to these queries, were catalogued anonymously in the Bibliophilus and by McManus.  
83 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 6-13. In his analysis of this body of literature, Ditchfield 
responds to Arnaldo Momigliano’s critique of antiquarianism and historiography by addressing how late 
sixteenth-century ecclesiastical histories introduced new research methods. 
84 The treatises on image theology published in the decades after the Council reflect internal debates about 
sacred art; reform minded Catholic bishops wanted to establish further guidelines regarding the form and 
use of sacred images that had been neglected by the Curia. Ruth Noyes has compiled a list of thirty-eight 
treatises on art theory published between 1563 and 1624. Only eight percent of the books in this list were 
published in Rome. Forty percent were published in Italy, and fifty-two percent were published outside of 
Italy. Noyes interprets these statistics as a sign that the papal curia discouraged publications on image 
reform as critiques that the papal curia had not sufficiently addressed these issues. See Noyes, “Post-
Tridentine Image Reform,” 239-261.  
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reform of sacred art and architecture.85 I argue that the imaginative revival of early 

Christian art in post-Tridentine martyrdom imagery applied the principles that Borromeo 

and Paleotti had recommended in their treatises on the reform of sacred art.86  

In Instructiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae (Instructions for the 

Fabric and Furniture of the Church, 1577), Carlo Borromeo, the archbishop of Milan 

(1564–1584), recommended early Christian sanctuaries as models for imitation. 

Borromeo considered the worship environment of the early Church to be emblematic of 

its piety:  
 
In these Instructions we also advise an imitation of that ancient piety and 
reverence of the faithful (which originated in the time of the Apostles) 
and which clearly shone forth in the construction of those sacred 
buildings and in the admirable disposition of their sacred 
furnishings…Be encouraged therefore by foreign as well as domestic 
examples of this ancient piety and religious munificence that is so worthy 
of continued imitation.87  

Borromeo’s advice demonstrates the universal authority associated with early Christian 

art as appropriate sources for the reform of liturgical art and architecture. Throughout the 
                                                
85 Carlo Borromeo, Instructiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae (1577), in Trattati d’arte, vol. 3, 
3-113. For an English translation of Borromeo’s Instructiones see Evelyn Carole Voelker, “Charles 
Borromeo's Istructiones fabricae et supellectilis ecclesiasticae, 1577. A Translation with Commentary and 
Analysis.” (Ph.D. diss., Syracuse University, 1977); Gabriele Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre 
et profane, (Bologna, 1582). For an English translation of Paleotti’s treatise, see Discourse on Sacred and 
Profane Images. On post-Tridentine image theology and Borromeo’s treatise, see Paolo Prodi, “Ricerche 
sulla teorica delle arti figurative nella Riforma cattolica,” Archivio italiano per la Storia della pieta 4 
(1962): 121-212; Evelyn Cecilia Voelker, “Borromeo’s Influence on Art and Architecture,” in San Carlo 
Borromeo, ed. John M. Headley and John B. Tomaro (Washington, D.C.: Folger Shakespeare Library, 
1988), 172-187; Scavizzi, The Controversy on Images, 115-148, 225-270; Robert Sénécal, “Carlo 
Borromeo’s Instructiones fabricae et supellectilis ecclesiasticae and Its Origins in the Rome of His Time,” 
Papers of the British School in Rome 68 (2000): 241-267. On Paleotti’s treatise, see Luigi Scorrano, 
“Gabriele Paleotti e il ‘Catechismo’ dei pittori ‘teologi mutoli,’” Studi Rinascimentali: Rivista 
internazionale di letteratura italiana 3 (2005): 113-127; Holger Steinemann, Ein Bildtheorie zwischen 
Repäsentation und Wirkung: Kardinal Gabriele Paleottis “Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre e profane” 
(1582), Studien zur Kunstgeschichte 164 (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2006); Schildgen, “Cardinal 
Paleotti and the Discorso,” 8-16; Noyes, “Post-Tridentine Image Reform,” 239-261.  
86 This argument is based on my analysis of the decoration and restoration S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. 
Nereo e Achilleo in the 1580s and 1590s, which will be the topic of Chapters Five and Six.  
87 Voelker, “Charles Borromeo's Istructiones… A Translation,” 23-24. 
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treatise, Borromeo elaborated upon this advice by making specific recommendations 

based on early Christian sanctuaries. In his discussion of the proper plan for a Christian 

church, for example, Borromeo asserted his preference for the cruciform plan based 

primarily on the early Christian origins of the design, in contrast to the pagan associations 

of centrally planned temples:  
 
Nevertheless, the cruciform plan is preferable for such an edifice, since it 
can be traced back almost to the apostolic times, as is plainly seen in the 
buildings of the major holy basilicas of Rome. As far as round edifices are 
concerned, this type of plan was used for pagan temples and is less 
customary among Christian people.88  

Instead of basing his recommendation of the cruciform plan on the symbolic importance 

or functional advantages of this design, Borromeo justified it through an appeal to the 

authority of the early Christian past. By recommending the early Christian cruciform plan 

over the centrally planned pagan temples, he implied that early Christianity and paganism 

were competing cultural legacies. According to Borromeo, early Christian models were 

clearly better sources of imitation for sacred art and architecture than classical art 

associated with paganism and idolatry.  

Borromeo’s discussion on sacred images in Chapter Sixteen of Book I in the 

Instructions demonstrates the gravity of implementing the reform of sacred art. In the 

opening lines of the chapter, Borromeo articulated the severe consequences for both 

artists and priests for not observing these reforms:   
 
Now, with regard to the pious and religious representation of sacred 
images, not only must the bishop be attentive to the decree of the Council 
of Trent and the Provincial Constitutions, but also a heavy punishment or 
fine has been set for painters and sculptors so that they do not depart from 
the prescribed rules in their works. Penalties also have been determined in 
regard to pastors, who contrary to the prescribed rules of the Tridentine 

                                                
88 Ibid., 51. 
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decree, have permitted an unusual and offensive image to be painted or 
placed in their churches.89 

A repeated directive given by Borromeo was that images needed to be accurate so that 

they would not promote false teaching or contradict Scripture or Catholic tradition. He 

specifically advised that the likenesses of saints should be portrayed as accurately as 

possible.90 Although Borromeo did not give specific examples of accurate and authentic 

sources for artists to follow in this chapter, the most authoritative models for the portrayal 

of saints would have clearly been early Christian images adorning ancient churches, 

which Borromeo had already recommended repeatedly in the Instructions as appropriate 

sources for contemporary sacred art.91 The threat of heavy fines as punishment for both 

artists and clergy responsible for the creation of false or dangerous images gave Catholic 

patrons further motivation to find accurate sources for contemporary sacred art from the 

distant Christian past. Early modern collections of Christian antiquities and copies of 

early Christian images provided ecclesiastical patrons and artists with authoritative, 

ancient sources to inform their portrayal of holy figures and narratives.  

Five years after the publication of Borromeo’s treatise, Gabriele Paleotti, the 

bishop (1567–1582) and then the first archbishop of Bologna (1582–1597), wrote his 

Discorso intorno alle immagini sacre e profane (Discourse on Sacred and Profane 

Images, 1582), elaborating upon the decrees of the Council of Trent and Borromeo’s 

Instructions. As friends and colleagues, Paleotti and Borromeo corresponded about 

                                                
89 Ibid., 228. 
90 Ibid., 229. 
91 In fact Alfonso Chacón, formed a collection of early Christian portraits of saints and popes that served as 
prototypes for the accurate portrayal of these figures. On Chacón’s collection of drawings copying early 
Christian antiquities in the catacombs, see pages 150-161 in Chapter Four below. On Chacón’s collection 
of portraits, see Ingo Herklotz, “Alfonso Chacón e le gallerie dei ritratti nell'età della controriforma,” in 
Arte e committenza nel Lazio nell'età di Cesare Baronio: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, 
Frosinone, Sora, 16 - 18 maggio 2007, ed. Patrizia Tosini (Rome: Gangemi, 2009), 111-142. 
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artistic reforms while Paleotti was writing his treatise.92 Like Borromeo, Paleotti used his 

knowledge of the early Christian past to inform his recommendations about the proper 

form and use of sacred art.  

In Chapter One of Book I in the Discourse, Paleotti described the intent of his 

treatise and outlined his methods for analyzing the diverse uses of images. He specifically 

identified ancient religious practices as models of the ways in which people have used 

images. Although Paleotti’s treatise discussed ancient religions in detail, he was not 

primarily concerned with history for its own sake. Instead, he studied the use of images in 

ancient religion to address contemporary problems:  
 
Some authors classified all these religions of antiquity into five sects, 
some of them allowing images, some excluding them, and some adopting 
a variety of usages. But since our focus is on practical utility in the 
present, we do not intend to examine the rites of all peoples in detail 
except to clear a path for our own progress, as occasion arises. We shall 
treat the causes of the major difficulties in the use of images in our time —
the ones that need to be remedied right now.93 

Paleotti’s reference to ancient religious traditions in the first chapter of his treatise 

reflects his interests in historical research as a way to deal with contemporary issues 

facing the Tridentine church. The use of images in ancient religions would provide 

models for Paleotti’s recommendations on the proper form and function of sacred art; in 

                                                
92 A letter from Gabriele Paleotti to Carlo Borromeo documents an exchange between the two men about 
Johannes Molanus’s treatise on sacred art, De Historia Sanctarum Imaginum et Picturarum pro Vero 
earum Usu contra Abusus (1570). Paleotti wrote, “ho ritorvato il Molano de picturis: onde non accaderà 
che ella più si scomodi di mandarmi il suo. Ma bene desidero che se ella farà ordinatione alcuna nella sua 
sinodo intorno a questa materia, che si degni farmi copiare tutto quello, che ella harà ordinato, per designo, 
che haverei io di non so che cosa in questo soggetto, se mi verrà essequita.” Biblioteca Abrosiana, Milan 
(BAM), Carteggi di S. Carlo, F. 74 inf., fol. 496, Gabrielle Paleotti to Carlo Borromeo, 22 April 1579; 
quoted and cited in Voelker, “Charles Borromeo's Istructiones… A Translation,” 237-238. 
93 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 56; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 129: “non è intenzione nostra di ragionare intorno ai riti 
di questi popoli, se non quanto l’occasione ricercherà talora per aprire maggiormente la strada al corso 
nostro; disegnando noi di trattare, quanto all’uso delle imagini, quello che ai tempi nostri causa maggiore 
difficoltà e che ha più bisogno di presentaneo rimedio.” 
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this way, the study of ancient religion and particularly early Christian traditions had a 

“practical utility.”  

Throughout his treatise, Paleotti created a paragone, comparing the ancient 

Christians who properly venerated sacred images with the enemies of the Church who 

caused the errors and abuses of sacred imagery such as idolatry, superstition, and 

iconoclasm. In Book II on the abuses of images, Paleotti compared pagan images of 

fantastical hybrid creatures and monsters, called grottesche, to Christian art decorating 

martyrs’ tombs. He devoted six chapters to the subject of grottesche, arguing that these 

distasteful inventions corrupted art’s purpose, which is to represent the true nature of 

God’s creation. In contrast to grottesche, the images decorating the underground tombs of 

the martyrs represented the most noble and appropriate subjects. Published only four 

years after the discovery of early Christian paintings adorning the catacombs on Via 

Salaria found in 1578, Paleotti’s description of the sacred images adorning martyrs’ 

tombs demonstrates how continuing scholarship on early Christian art in the catacombs 

informed contemporary reform movements within the Catholic Church. 

In his analysis of grottesche painting, Paleotti speculated about the origin and 

function of these paintings — a difficult task because the subject was rarely treated in 

literature.94 Based on his study of ancient religions, Paleotti argued that the grottesche 

had decorated underground temples for the gods of the underworld. He supported this 

claim by asserting, “to these infernal gods they assigned underground sites, which served 

partly to receive the blood of victims offered to them.”95 Because other ancient Roman 

                                                
94 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 268. 
95 Ibid., 269; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, 
vol. 2, 435: “a questi infernali aveano assignati i luoghi sotterranei, che servivano parte per raccogliere il 
sangue delle vittime che si gli offerivano.” 
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temples had been adorned with paintings, Paleotti inferred that the paintings of grottesche 

benefited the cult of the gods of the underworld.96  

Paleotti compared the idolatrous use of grottesche paintings to the Christian 

decoration of martyrs’ tombs in crypts, called confessi, which were also found 

underground beneath churches in Bologna. The sacred images adorning Christian tombs 

aided devotion to the martyrs. Conversely, grottesche paintings of monsters and hybrid 

creatures represented the terrifying false gods of the underworld, which Paleotti argued 

reflected the nature of the gruesome rituals performed by their cults in these underground 

temples:  
 
We see today that in the areas below ground level of Christian churches—
called confessi in Bologna and scuruoli elsewhere, at one time were called 
martyriums and confessionals — which are themselves grottos of a sort, 
judicious Christian painters are accustomed, where the site permits, to 
accompany them with mysteries pertaining to the torments withstood by 
those glorious martyrs, and the triumphs that the sacred virgin girls won 
from those cruel tyrants, such themes being adapted to such subjects. And 
we see that in other places, too, Christian painters strive with their art to 
express, as much as possible, things that are most appropriate to the 
principal matter. So it is highly likely that pagan painters also wished to 
honor their false gods with inventions that would imitate their nature, 
availing themselves of tales recounted at the nocturnal sacrifices of 
Bacchus, Proserpina, and others.97  

By juxtaposing the grottesche paintings of “false gods” with Christian images honoring 

the martyrs’ suffering and their devotion to the true Christian God, Paleotti highlighted 

                                                
96 Ibid. 
97 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 271; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane, 438: “Vediamo oggi che nei luoghi sotterranei delle chiese cristiane, chiamati in Bologna 
confessii…che sono sorti di grotte, usano i cristiani e giudiziosi pittori, dove il luogo comporta, 
d’accompagnarli con misterii appartenenti alle pene sostenute da quelli gloriosi martiri e coi trionfi che le 
sacre verginelle riportorno da quei crudelissimi tiranni, per essere queste cose accommodate a tali soggetti; 
e che in altri luoghi ancor cercano con la loro arte esprimere più che possono quelle cose che siano piu 
appropriate alla materia principale. Così è molto verisimile che i pittori gentili anch’essi volessero onorare i 
suoi falsi dei d’invenzioni che imitassero la loro natura, valendosi delle cose narrate nei notturni sacrofichi 
di Bacco, di Proserpina e d’altri.”  
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the differences between pagan and Christian subterranean worship spaces and their uses 

of images. The discovery of early Christian paintings adorning the tombs of martyrs in 

the catacombs would have presented a powerful alternative to the errors of pagan 

grottesche paintings, which had been popular decorative motifs that were frequently 

copied by Renaissance artists.98  

Although Paleotti repeatedly argued in his treatise that Christian art was superior 

to classical antiquities, his treatise established an interpretive framework in which all 

forms of images, including classical antiquities, could be appreciated and might even be 

given Christian meaning.99 He described a Christian standard for measuring the value of 

objects based on their use in the service of God, rather than their exterior form or material 

conditions. Lending support to this view, he quoted St. Augustine’s assertion about the 

nobility that can be attained by small and humble things if used in a virtuous or holy 

manner: “the use of some things appears common to us and the gentiles, like food and 

drink, shelter, dress, and bathing, nevertheless, he who views their use in relation to some 

other end is using these things one way, and he who gives thanks to God through them is 

using them in another.”100 Yet Paleotti affirmed that Christian art is inherently superior to 

classical antiquities: “Indeed, we may truthfully state that today a Christian painter can 

make his works much more nobly and loftily than Apelles or Phidias or Protogenes, or 

                                                
98 On Renaissance art theory and the reception of the Domus Aurea and grotesque painting, see Nicole 
Dacos, La découverte de la Domus Aurea et la formation des grotesques à la Renaissance. Studies of the 
Warburg Institute 31 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969); Philippe Morel, Les Grotesque. Les figures de l'imaginaire 
dans la peinture italienne de la fin de la Renaissance (Paris: Flammarion, 1997); Hetty Joyce, “Studies in 
the Renaissance Reception of Ancient Vault Decoration,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 
67 (2004): 193-232.  
99 In Chapter Seven of Book I, Paleotti addresses the “utmost nobility” of Christian art. Paleotti, Discourse 
on Sacred and Profane Images, 75-78; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et profane in Trattati 
d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 158-163.  
100 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 76; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 161; citing St. Augustine, Contra Fausta, Book XX, 23. 
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any of the other famous sculptors and painters of antiquity, ever could.”101 Although his 

criteria for evaluating art recognized the nobility of all forms of objects, work by 

Christian artists had the greatest value.  

The nobility of Christian art stemmed from the greatness of its purpose to present 

examples of virtue that aided viewers in the contemplation of the divine: “sacred images 

have no other end, in sum, than uniting men with God.”102 Therefore, the value of 

Christian art was not based primarily on its external or aesthetic form; rather, Paleotti 

judged sacred art on its capacity to create a spiritual and emotional response in viewers. 

He asserted that the purpose of Christian painting was to “supply delight, to instruct, and 

to move the emotion [affetto] of the observer.”103 By placing more attention on the 

purpose rather than the form of Christian art, Paleotti established a powerful yet flexible 

standard for the reform of sacred art, one that opened the door to a new course of artistic 

excellence in which style was not the fundamental criterion.  

In “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” Arnaldo Momigliano distinguished the 

objectives of early modern antiquarians who “collect all the items that are connected with 

a certain subject, whether they help to solve a problem or not” from historians who seek 

                                                
101 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 77; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 161: “talché si potrà dire con verità che molto più 
nobilimente et altamente oggi può un pittore cristiano fare le opere sue, di quello che facesse mai Apelle o 
Fidia o Protegene, o qualonque altro de’ più famosi pittori o scultori della antichità.” 
102 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 77; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 162. 
103 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 111; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 215-216: “a dare diletto, ad insegnare e movere l’affetto 
di chi la guardderà.” On the term affetto in post-Tridentine discourse on the reform of the visual arts and 
music, see Andrew Dell’Antonio, Listening as Spiritual Practice in Early Modern Italy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011), 16-17. Paleotti’s discussion of the aims of painting borrowed from 
the venerable tradition of epideictic rhetoric and its aims to delight, instruct, and move the emotions. On the 
tradition of epideictic rhetoric and other forms of classical rhetoric used in Renaissance art theory, see 
Michael Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators: Humanist Observers of Painting in Italy and the Discovery of 
Pictorial Composition, 1350-1450 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971); Carl Goldstein, “Rhetoric and Art 
History in the Italian Renaissance and Baroque,” Art Bulletin 73, no. 4 (1991): 641-652.  
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“to illustrate or explain a certain situation.”104 Paleotti’s motivation for studying the use 

of images in ancient religion satisfy Momigliano’s definition of a historian. Paleotti 

researched ancient religions and the early Christian past to address contemporary 

problems facing the Catholic tradition of sacred art. Paleotti’s views on the “practical 

utility” of studying the use of images in ancient religions reflect the broad applications 

that scholarship on early Christian practices had following the Council of Trent.105  

Within the cultural and intellectual contexts of post-Tridentine Rome, the 

collection and documentation of early Christian art found in the catacombs was not 

simply a piling up of antiquarian curiosities. Late sixteenth-century scholarship on early 

Christian art in the catacombs helped to solve two distinct problems. First, it provided 

physical evidence supporting the early Christian origins of the use of sacred art, 

promoting the Catholic claim of continuity. Second, it influenced the reform of sacred art. 

I argue that the painted catacombs presented evocative models that would have aided 

artists and patrons in their efforts to create sacred art that would, in Paleotti’s words, 

“delight, instruct, and move the emotions” of viewers.106 

Prior to the 1578 catacomb discovery, the history of Rome’s early Christian 

cemeteries and catacombs had received attention from post-Tridentine scholars 

researching the early Christian origins of contested Catholic funerary rituals and 

devotions to the cult of saints and relics. The discovery of early Christian art in the Via 

Salaria catacombs further demonstrated the “practical utility” of exploring and studying 

                                                
104 Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 13, no. 3/4 (1950), 286.  
105 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 56; Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et 
profane in Trattati d’arte del Cinquecento, vol. 2, 129 
106 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 111. See note 103 above.  
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Rome’s early Christian burial sites. Following 1578, scholarship on the catacombs would 

collectively address the contested traditions of the cult of saints, relics, and images. 
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PART 2. THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTIAN ARCHEOLOGY 
 

Chapter 3:  
Devotion and Exploration:  

Christian Archeology in Post-Tridentine Rome  

 

For years before the discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria, there had 

been a conviction among certain Catholic reformers that the path to the church’s spiritual 

rebirth would run through the cemeteries of Rome. Throughout the Middle Ages, 

emotionally charged descriptions of the catacombs, such as St. Jerome’s account of his 

terrifying visit to the martyrs’ tombs had fascinated pilgrims, making the known 

catacombs popular sites for devotion to the cult of martyrs and relics.1 Well-established 

interpretations of the catacombs as places that embodied horror, darkness, and suffering 

inspired imaginative and moving imagery of Rome’s early Christian past.2 Together the 

popularization of devotions to the cult of martyrs in the catacombs by St. Filippo Neri 

(1515–1595) and scholarship on early Christian burial practices by Onofrio Panvinio 

(1529–1568) demonstrate that well before 1578 the catacombs had a significant role in 

post-Tridentine agendas to revive early Christian Rome.3 At the very moment when post-

                                                
1 On St. Jerome’s description of the catacombs see pages 14-15 in the introduction. On the history of the 
catacombs prior to 1578, see Irina Taissa Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs from the 
Age of Constantine to the Renaissance” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2003). Prior to 1578, the 
catacombs of St. Sebastian, St. Lawrence, St. Pancras, and St. Valentine were accessible to visitors in 
Rome. Oryskevich speculates that the catacombs of St. Agnes, St. Priscilla, Saints Marcellinus and Peter, 
St. Praetextatus, St. Callixtus, and possibly Commodilla were also visited as late as the fifteenth century. 
Ibid., 9. 
2 Oryshkevich comments on interpretations of the catacombs as devotional sites prior to 1578: “In short, by 
the time the catacombs were ‘rediscovered’ in 1578 they had sparked imaginations for over thirteen 
centuries…Descriptions and tales of the murky, subterranean galleries no doubt instilled terror and lurid 
fancies — as they do to this day — even in those who never actually saw them. Thus to whatever extent the 
population of Rome was astounded by the discovery, its view on the cemetery had been formed far in 
advance.” Ibid., 8. 
3 On Filippo Neri’s popularization of affective devotions in the catacombs, see pages 90-95 below. On 
Panvinio’s scholarship on early Christian burial practices as a precursor to the early modern exploration of 
the catacombs, see pages 95-103 below. 



 87 

Tridentine scholars and reformers required early Christian precedents to defend and 

reform Catholic tradition, the catacombs fortuitously emerged: evocative and 

authoritative models that could inspire the revival of early Christian Rome.4 For early 

modern Catholic reformers and polemicists, the catacombs were not only places of 

devotion but also sites for systematic archeological and historical investigation.  

The 1578 discovery marked the first time that Catholic pilgrims, scholars, and 

antiquarians connected the catacombs with the early Christian cult of images.5 Although 

the catacombs had been important devotional sites for the cult of martyrs and relics 

throughout the Middle Ages, the early Christian art in the catacombs had not been a 

subject of interest prior to 1578, despite prior knowledge of early Christian paintings in 

other known catacombs.6 For instance, the catacombs of St. Agnes, known throughout the 

Middle Ages, had frescoes and stucco decoration. Pomponio Leto (1425–1498) and his 

companions from the Roman Academy also explored painted cubiculi in the catacombs 

of Marcellinus and Peter in the late fifteenth century and even signed their names near a 

fresco of a banqueting scene in that cemetery (Fig. 24).7 But reports about the 1578 

catacomb discovery were the first descriptions of the catacombs to discuss the sacred 

                                                
4 On the term early Christian revival, see page 21 in the Introduction above. Although I primarily use this 
term to discuss the late sixteenth-century restoration of early Christian churches in Rome, devotional 
practices that celebrated Rome’s sacred landscape, such as Filippo Neri’s pilgrimages to the catacombs of 
St. Sebastian in the Seven Churches Devotions, are part of this common impetus to memorialize the city’s 
early Christian past.  
5 On the 1578 catacomb discover and sixteenth-century reports about the site, see pages 103-119 below. 
See also Roberto Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba sotto la vigna Sanchez e la nascita degli studi 
d’antichità cristiane,” Rivista di archeologia cristiana 83 (2007): 277-315; Johannes Georg Deckers, 
Gabriele Mietke, and Albrecht Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo”: Repertorium der 
Malereien, 3 vols., Roma sotterranea cristiana 9 (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 
1991). 
6 John Osborne, “The Roman Catacombs in the Middle Ages,” Papers of the British School at Rome 53 
(1985): 278-328; Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 98. On the catacombs as a source 
for the medieval relic trade, see Patrick Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). 
7 Oryskevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 217-219. 
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images in the Roman catacombs.8 Only after the 1578 discovery of the painted 

catacombs, did scholars and antiquarians begin to collect and study Christian antiquities 

found in Rome’s numerous catacombs sites.9  

The images found in the catacombs were of considerable interest to early modern 

scholars on both sides of the confessional divide. Two treatises written by Englishmen 

describing their experiences in Rome, The English Roman Life (1582) by Anthony 

Munday (c. 1560–1633) and Roma Sancta (1581) by Gregory Martin (c. 1542–1582), 

represent Protestant and Catholic perspectives, respectively, on the painted catacombs as 

devotional spaces.10 These treatises, which will be discussed in the last section of this 

chapter, demonstrate how the Roman catacombs featured prominently in debates between 

early modern Protestants and Catholics about the legitimacy of the cults of saints, relics, 

and images.11 

As moving devotional spaces from Rome’s early Christian past that continued to 

be sites of miracles and mystical visions in the sixteenth century, the catacombs produced 

emotional and sometimes even physical changes in worshipers.12 The literary concept 

called “emotives” presents a helpful tool for understanding the ways in which post-

                                                
8 The one exception is Prudentius’s ekphrasis about a painting that the author supposedly saw over the 
tomb of St. Hippolytus in the catacombs. See pages 15-16 in the Introduction above. This text will also be 
discussed in detail on pages 113-119 below. Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144, in Prudentius II, 
Loeb Classical Library 398, trans. H. J. Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953), 312-315; 
cited in Oryshkevich, “History of the Roman Catacombs,” 76-77. 
9 The collection and study of early Christian art in the catacombs will be discussed in Chapter Four.  
10 Anthony Munday, The English Roman Life, Studies in Tudor and Stuart Literature, ed. Philip J. Ayres 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980). The book was originally published in London in 1582 as The English 
Romayne Lyfe. Gregory Martin, Roma Sancta (1581), ed. George Bruner Parks (Rome: Editzioni di storia e 
letteratura, 1969). Martin had completed the manuscript for Roma Sancta by April 8, 1581 when he 
presented his work for publication to Dr. William Allen, the president of the English College at Rome in 
1581. After the author’s death in 1582, the manuscript remained unpublished until 1969.  
11 On the polemical significance of the catacombs in Munday’s The English Roman Life and Martin’s 
Roma Sancta, see pages 119-136 below.  
12 For example, the catacombs of St. Sebastian were the site of the miraculous pentecost of St. Filippo Neri. 
See pages 92-93 below.  
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Tridentine reformers used the catacombs as exemplars of devotional spaces that “delight, 

instruct, and move the emotions” of worshipers.13 In The Navigation of Feelings: A 

Framework for the History of Emotion, William Reddy defined the concept: “Emotives 

are themselves instruments for directly changing, building, hiding, intensifying emotions, 

instruments that may be more or less successful.”14 Although Reddy analyzed the use of 

“emotives” in literature, I find that early modern Catholics called images and places into 

action as “instruments for directly changing…emotions.”  

Post-Tridentine reformers deliberately enlisted images and places from Rome’s 

early Christian past to affirm the continuity of Catholic traditions, which were under 

attack. In particular, early modern Catholics used the catacombs as sites where devotees 

were encouraged to identify emotionally with Rome’s early Christian martyrs; they 

vividly pictured the suffering of the early Church in relationship to contemporary 

persecutions.15 In this way, the catacombs served as emotives for post-Tridentine 

reformers. They then promoted these sites as emotives for others, as pilgrimage 

destinations and as models for affective devotional spaces. In these efforts, two figures 

stand out: St. Filippo Neri and Onofrio Panvinio; their work primed early modern 

Catholics for a “new” catacomb discovery well before 1578.  

 

                                                
13 I borrow this phrase from Paleotti’s views about the goals of sacred painting, which I argue can also be 
applied to sacred space. Gabriele Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, Texts & Documents, 
trans. William McCuaig, introduction by Paolo Prodi (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2012), 111. 
See note 103 on page 83 in Chapter Two above.  
14 William Reddy, The Navigation of a Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 105; cited in Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention 
of Medieval Compassion, The Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 
12. 
15 On interpretations of the catacombs that draw parallels between the early Church and the persecutions 
endured by the contemporary Tridentine Church, see pages 111-112 and 130-131 below. On the 
connections made by early modern Catholics between early Christian and contemporary martyrdom, see 
pages 193-198 in Chapter Five.  
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ST. FILIPPO NERI’S DEVOTIONS IN THE ROMAN CATACOMBS  

The popularization of spiritual exercises in the catacombs sought to revive the 

devotional practices of the early Church’s devotion to the martyrs, demonstrating the 

continuity of Catholic tradition through emotive performances using Rome’s sacred 

landscape. Prior to the 1578 discovery, St. Filippo Neri, the founder of the Congregation 

of the Roman Oratory, had already developed emotionally charged spiritual exercises in 

the catacombs.16 Neri frequently led pilgrimages to the catacombs of St. Sebastian where 

he held all night vigils with fellow worshipers among the tombs of the martyrs.17 He also 

revived the Seven Churches Devotion, a penitential procession to Rome’s seven early 

Christian basilicas; many of these churches were located near early Christian catacombs 

outside the city walls.18 His devotional practices in the catacombs demonstrate the ways 

in which these ancient burial sites were “emotives” for early modern Catholics seeking to 

revive early Christian Rome.  

During his early years in Rome beginning in 1533, St. Filippo Neri often visited 

the catacombs of St. Sebastian on the Via Appia Antica as part of his pilgrimages to 

Rome’s Seven Churches.19 In Vita Beati P. Philippi Nerii Florentini Congregationis 
                                                
16 On the Roman Oratory and Filippo Neri’s influence on early modern Catholicism, see Carlo Gasbarri, 
L’Oratorio Filippino (1552-1952) (Rome: Istituto di Studi Romani, 1957); Gasbarri, L’Oratorio romano 
dal Cinquecento al Novecento (Rome: Arti grafiche D'Urso, 1962); Louis Ponnelle and Louis Bordet, St. 
Philip Neri and the Roman Society of His Times (1515-1595), trans. Ralph Francis Kerr (London: Sheed 
and Ward, 1979); Antonio Cistellini, San Filippo Neri: L’Oratorio e la congregazione Oratoriana: Storie e 
spiritualità, 3 vols. (Brescia: Morcelliana, 1989). 
17 Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano e le origini 
dell'archeologia cristiana,” in San Filippo Neri nella realtà romana del XVI secolo: Atti del Convegno di 
studio in occasione del IV centenario della morte di San Filippo Neri (1595-1995): Roma, 11-13 maggio 
1995, Miscellanea della Società Romana di Storia Patria 39, ed. Maria Teresa Bonadonna Russo and 
Niccolò Del Re (Rome: Società Romana di Storia Patria, 2000), 105-130. 
18 Niccolò del Re, “San Filippo Neri rianimatore della visita delle Sette Chiese,” in San Filippo Neri nella 
realtà romana del XVI secolo, 89-103. Pope Gregory the Great (590-604) had popularized the Seven 
Churches Devotion. Although pilgrimages and occasional processions to the Rome’s seven ancient 
basilicas occurred throughout the Middle Ages, Neri was responsible for reinstituting the performance of 
the Seven Churches Devotion as an anti-carnival initiative.  
19 Del Re, “San Filippo Neri rianimatore della visita delle Sette Chiese,” 89-103. 
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Oratorii Fundatoris (The Life of St. Philip Neri, 1600),20 Antonio Gallonio (1556–1605), 

a member of the Roman Oratory and a follower of Neri, describes the saint’s early 

pilgrimages, noting the importance of Neri’s vigils in the catacombs:  
  
 He adopted the custom of visiting the Seven Churches of the city virtually 

every day, or at least one or two of them, without any companion, to make 
his devotions there. It is amazing to tell how much he profited from these 
pilgrimages, and what lasting fruit he plucked from the Will of God 
thereby. Often he spent entire nights in those places, lovingly 
contemplating heavenly things; even more often he spent the night in 
prayer in the catacomb called Callixtus.21 Taking very little sleep, if he did 
find a little rest necessary he took it on the bare floor in the porches of 
those basilicas.22 

According to Gallonio, pilgrimages to Rome’s most venerable early Christian  churches 

deeply benefited Neri. Gallonio’s description characterizes Rome’s ancient pilgrimage 

sites as “emotives,” insofar as it acknowledges them as instruments of change that 

intensified Neri’s devotional experiences and produced “lasting fruit.” As the only place 

specifically named in Gallonio’s account of Neri’s regular visits to the Seven Churches, 

the catacomb held a special place in the saint’s Life.  

 Furthermore, the catacombs of St. Sebastian were the setting of an important 

                                                
20 Antonio Gallonio, Vita Beati P. Philippi Nerii Florentini Congregationis Oratorii Fundatoris (Rome: 
apud Aloysium Zannettum, 1600). 
21 In the sixteenth century, scholars and antiquarians considered the catacombs of St. Sebastian and 
Callixtus to be one large, connected complex. In fact, St. Filippo Neri’s vigils were in the catacombs of St. 
Sebastian, and the catacombs of Callixtus were not excavated until Giovanni Battista Rossi’s discovery of 
the site in 1854. See Cornelis Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs by the Louvain 
Antiquarian Philips Van Winghe,” in Archives & Excavations: Essays on the History of Archaeological 
Excavations in Rome and Southern Italy from the Renaissance to the Nineteenth Century, Archeological 
Monographs of the British School at Rome, ed. Ilaria Bignamini (London: British School at Rome, 2004), 
29; Giovanni Battista de Rossi, La Roma sotterranea cristiana, 3 vols. (Rome: Cromo-litografia pontificia, 
1864-1877). Volume two of this three-volume work discusses the findings of Rossi’s excavations of the 
catacombs of Callixtus.  
22 This passage appears in Gallonio’s account of Neri’s life at age 23 during the fourth year of the papacy 
of Paul III in 1537. Antonio Gallonio, The Life of St. Philip Neri, trans. Jerome Bertram (San Francisco, 
CA: Ignatius Press, 2005), 8. Gallonio’s life of St. Filippo Neri was first published in Latin in 1600 and in 
Italian in 1601, and it was Neri’s first published biography.  
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miracle that changed St. Filippo Neri physically. During one of his visits to the 

catacombs on the vigil of Pentecost in 1544, Neri had a miraculous vision that caused his 

heart to beat violently as he received the Holy Spirit. Gallonio vividly describes the 

physical effects of Neri’s spiritual ecstasy in the catacombs:  
 
While he was yet a layman, and not thirty years old, (in other words in the 
year of Christ 1544), he suddenly felt himself filled with such a violent 
inrush of the divine Spirit that his heart began to bound within his breast, 
and to be inflamed with such heat that as he told us, his nature was utterly 
unable to bear it, as his heart began to palpitate in a strange way. For that 
reason, so that he might be preserved longer for the salvation of so many, 
the Lord in his kindness enlarged the space around his heart in a 
wonderful way, so that it could beat more freely: two of the ribs on his left 
side specifically the fourth and fifth, were broken and expanded outwards 
to the width of a fist or slightly more.23 

Gallonio’s account of the miracle records the series of physical changes that Neri 

experienced during his devotions in the catacombs. Neri’s heart beat wildly in his chest, 

burned with unbearable heat, and palpitated strangely; his ribs were broken and expanded 

to contain his heart. In Gallonio’s Life, the dramatic physical effects that Neri 

                                                
23 Gallonio, The Life of St. Philip Neri, 17. The miraculous palpitation of Neri’s heart also featured 
prominently in Neri’s canonization process as a physical manifestation of his holiness that could be verified 
by the inspection of the saint’s body after his death. Pietro Giacomo Baccia described the miracle in a 
biography of the saint published in 1622. Pietro Giacomo Bacci Vita del b. Filippo Neri fiorentino 
fondatore della Congregatione dell'Oratorio: Raccolta da’ processi fatti per la sua canonizatione (Rome, 
Andrea Brugiotti, 1622). For an English translation of the text see Bacci, The Life of St. Philip Neri: 
Apostle of Rome and Founder of the Congregation of the Oratory, trans. and ed. Frederick Ignatius 
Antrobus (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, & Co., 1902). Bacci wrote a more detailed life of the 
saint in the year of Neri’s canonization, 1622, which he dedicated to Pope Gregory XV (1621–1623). In his 
account of the miraculous palpitation of Neri’s heart, Bacci describes the inspection of Neri’s body after his 
death and notes that “it was found that the two highest of the five false ribs, that is the fourth and the fifth, 
were completely broken and thrust outward, and the two sides standing wide apart, never having re-united 
nor returned to their proper position in all the fifty years which Philip lived after this miraculous event.” 
Ibid., 24. On the process of beatification and canonization for St. Filippo Neri, see Giovanni Incisa della 
Rocchetta and Nello Vian, eds., Il primo processo per San Filippo Neri nel Codice Vaticano Latino 3798 e 
in altri esemplari dell'archivio dell’Oratorio di Roma, Studi e testi 191 (Vatican City: Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 1957-1963); Miguel Gotor, I beati del papa: Santità, inquisizione e obbedienza in età 
moderna, Biblioteca della Rivista di storia e letteratura religiosa, Studi 16 (Florence: Olschki, 2002), 48-57, 
224-231.  
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experienced were manifestations of a spiritual change caused by the Holy Spirit entering 

his heart. I argue that the story of Neri’s miraculous pentecost in the catacombs of St. 

Sebastian modeled the powerful effects that spiritual exercises in the catacombs could 

produce. Although Neri’s physical transformation is the focus of Gallonio’s account of 

the miracle, the setting of the catacombs of St. Sebastian featured prominently in the 

development of the iconography of the pentecost of St. Filippo Neri (Figs. 25–26).24 This 

imagery reinforced ideas about the catacombs as sites of affective spiritual exercises; 

these sacred spaces could inspire devotion that produced emotional, spiritual, and even 

physical changes in worshipers.  

 By reviving the Seven Churches Devotion in 1559, Neri popularized his spiritual 

exercises honoring Rome’s early Christian martyrs in the catacombs. These processions 

drew an increasing number of pilgrims to the basilica and catacombs of St Sebastian; by 

1570 over a thousand people had participated in the procession to Rome’s seven principal 

basilicas.25 The procession covered about sixteen miles, traversing Rome’s sacred 

landscape from the city center to the ancient churches and cemeteries outside the city 

walls.26 An engraving of The Seven Churches of Rome (Fig. 27) for the Jubilee year of 

1575 in Speculum Romanae Magnficentiae (1575–1583) by Antoine Lafréry (1512-1577) 

illustrates the procession: it began at St. Peter’s Basilica, then proceeded to S. Paolo fuori 

le Mura, S. Sebastiano, St. John Lateran, S. Croce in Gerusalemme, S. Lorenzo fuori le 

                                                
24 Antonella Pampalone, “La ‘Pentecoste’ di San Filippo Neri iconografia e iconologia,” in San Filippo 
Neri nella realtà romana del XVI secolo, 145-188. 
25 Gallonio, The Life of St. Philip Neri, 73; Bacci, The Life of St. Philip Neri, 97-101. These early modern 
accounts of Neri’s life discuss the opposition and persecutions that Neri faced in his efforts to reinstitute the 
public processions to Rome’s Seven Churches.  
26 Maria Pia Pacente, “Filippo Neri e il giro delle basiliche,” in Via delle sette chiese in Roma: un percorso 
storico, archeologico, paesistico, ed. Gabriele M. Guarrera (Rome: Gangemi, 1997), 33-36. On the use of 
sacred landscape in Neri’s Seven Churches Devotions, see Simon Ditchfield, “Reading Rome as a sacred 
landscape, c. 1586-1635,” in Sacred Space in Early Modern Europe, ed. Will Coster and Andrew Spicer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 171-172. 



 94 

Mura, and finally concluded at S. Maria Maggiore.27 Neri traditionally led these public 

devotions during Carnival. He encouraged a somber mood for the procession, which 

focused on acts and prayers of penitence.28 In La Vita del b. Filippo Neri fiorentino 

fondatore della congregatione dell’Oratorio. Raccolta da’ processi fatti per la sua 

canonizatione (The Life of St. Philip Neri, 1622), Pietro Giacomo Bacci (1575–1565) 

describes the order of the procession; he notes that Neri had sung mass at the church of S. 

Sebastiano, which reflects the importance of this site in the procession.29 Neri’s interests 

in the catacombs of St. Sebastian were part of his broader efforts to promote the cult of 

martyrs.30 Neri’s spiritual exercises in the catacombs of St. Sebastian and his revival of 

the Seven Churches Devotion resonated with broader movements within the Church 

aimed at memorializing Rome’s early Christian past.  

 Neri’s use of Rome’s early Christian churches and burial sites in moving 

devotional practices established a model for the Roman Oratory’s role in the revival of 

early Christian Rome; he demonstrated how pilgrimages to sacred sites from Rome’s 

early Christian past could enliven Catholic spirituality. Neri’s spiritual exercises in the 

catacombs particularly raised interests in pilgrimages to these sites, which contributed to 

the development of Christian archeology in post-Tridentine Rome following the 1578 

                                                
27 Giacomo Lauro and Antonio Tempesta created a map showing the Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome 
(Fig. 28) for the Jubilee year of 1600 that also commemorated this processional route and the devotional 
exercises reinstituted by Neri. If time permitted, the procession would occasionally return to St. Peter’s 
Basilica. Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity and History: Pietro Maria Campi and the Preservation of the 
Particular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 86. 
28 Del Re, “San Filippo Neri rianimatore della visita delle Sette Chiese,” 94-95. 
29 Bacci, The Life of St. Philip Neri, 83. Bacci also notes that “Santo Stefano was afterwards substituted as 
being more convenient” for the celebration of the mass, but it was never one of the seven pilgrimage 
churches. See Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 86-87. The restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo and 
its martyrdom imagery will be the focus of Chapter Five below.  
30 Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano e le origini dell’archeologia cristiana,” 105-
130; Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 86-87. 
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catacomb discovery.31 Neri’s follower, Cesare Baronio, would actively support the 

exploration of the catacombs in the final decades of the sixteenth century.32 Although 

Neri’s pursuits were not particularly scholarly in nature, nevertheless his spiritual 

exercises promoted a form of popular piety that encouraged his followers in the Roman 

Oratory to research Rome’s early Christian past. I argue that Neri’s devotions in the 

catacombs demonstrated the supernatural power of these early Christian sites for his 

followers, conditioning them to interpret new catacomb discoveries as emotive worship 

spaces.    

 

ONOFRIO PANVINIO’S DE RITU: THE CATACOMBS AS LITURGICAL SPACES 

Onofrio Panvinio’s treatises on Rome’s early Christian churches and catacombs 

affirmed the early Christian origins of contemporary Catholic traditions, such as Neri’s 

devotions to the cult of martyrs in the catacombs. Prior to his death in 1568 at the age of 

38, Panvinio, an Augustinian hermit, wrote approximately seventy published and 

unpublished works, both antiquarian and ecclesiastical studies.33 Panvinio’s Le sette 

                                                
31 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 89; Carlo Ceccelli, Il cenacolo filippino e l’archeologia 
cristiana (Rome: Istituto di Studi Romani, 1938). For a reappraisal of Ceccilli’s argument that Neri 
influenced the development of Christian archeology and historical scholarship in the Roman Oratory, see 
Martine Gosselin, “The Congregation of the Oratorians and the Origins of Christian Archeology: A 
Reappraisal,” Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique 104 (2009): 471-493. Gosselin argues that Neri’s leadership 
of the Roman Oratory was focused on spiritual reform through prayer, confession, and acts of piety rather 
than historical and intellectual debates concerning doctrine. Gosselin attributes the Oratory’s scholarly 
reputation to the leadership of Cesare Baronio and his promotion of Neri’s canonization.  
32 On Baronio’s report about the 1578 discovery of the catacombs on Via Salaria see pages 112-119 below.  
Baronio’s patronage at SS. Nereo e Achilleo and his contributions to the early Christian revival movement 
will be discussed in Chapter Six.   
33 Perini, Onofrio Panvinio e le sue opere; Ferrary, Onofrio Panvinio et les antiquités romaines; Ingo 
Herklotz, “Historia sacra und mittelalterliche Kunst während der zweiten Hälfte des 16. Jahrhunderts in 
Rom,” in Baronio e l’arte: Atti del Convegno internazionale di studi, Fonti e studi baroniani 2, ed. Romeo 
de Maio and Agostino Borromeo (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani “Vincenzo Patriarca,” 1985), 24-39; 
Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts, Römische Forschungen Der 
Bibliotheca Hertziana 28 (Munich: Hirmer, 1999), 219-226; Stenhouse, “Panvinio and Descriptio,” 233-56. 
Panvinio’s works on ecclesiastical topics significantly outnumber his antiquarian texts, the most well-
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chiese romane (The Seven Roman Churches, 1570), and De Ritu Sepeliendi Mortuos 

apud Veteres Christianos, et Eorundem Coemeteriis Liber (Book Concerning the Rite of 

Burial among Ancient Christians and of their Cemeteries, 1568), established an 

intellectual foundation for the post-Tridentine revival of early Christian Rome.34 

Although Panvinio’s research drew primarily on literary sources, he also discussed early 

Christian and medieval antiquities as historical sources in The Seven Roman Churches 

and The Rite of Burial.35 These treatises focused on the history of devotional practices at 

Rome’s sacred sites.  

In The Seven Roman Churches, Panvinio presents a history of the early Christian 

origins of these holy sites; he argues that Rome’s ancient churches represented the unity 

of the universal Church and the primacy of the Bishop of Rome.36 In the preface of the 

treatise, Panvinio asserts that Rome’s five principal churches — St. John Lateran, St. 

                                                
known and respected being Fasti consulares (1577). Panvinio planned to write Antiquitates romani, which 
was incomplete at the time of his death.  
34 Onofrio Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi Mortuos apud Veteres Christianos, et Eorundem Coemeteriis 
Liber (Cologne: Maternus Cholinus, 1568). This treatise appears in a collected volume following 
Panvinio’s treatise, Historia B. Plantinae de Vitis Pontificium Roma (Cologne: Maternus Cholinus, 1568). 
Panvinio, Le sette chiese romane (Rome: Heredi di Antonio Blado, 1570). Le sette chiese was also 
published in Latin in Rome during the same year that Panvinio published De Praecipuis Urbis Romae 
Sanctioribusque Basilicis, quas Septem Ecclesias Vulgo Vocant, Liber. 
35 Stenhouse, “Panvinio and Descriptio,” 240. 
36 Panvinio, Le sette chiese, 9-11: “L’altra ragione, la qual mi pare molto piu verisimile, può esser tale, 
accioche per queste ordi nationi si dimonstrasse il Patriarcha, overo il Pontefice Romano (che alle volte 
anchora vien detto Patriarcha) come capo & principe di tutte le chiese del mondo, havere sotto se gli altri 
quattro Patriarchi, li quali particolarmente per le loro diocesi reggono & governano tutto il mondo, & la 
Romana essere sopra tutte l’altre sedie Patriarchali, cosi dando ad intendere l’unità della Chiesa universale, 
conciosia cosa che per le cinque chiese Patriarchali, par che Roma, & la chiesa sua rappresenti i cinque 
Patriarchi, Romano, Costantinopolitano, Alessandrino, Antiocheno, & Hierosolimitano, & a questo modo 
tutto l’universo, a similitudine del quale par che sia stata instituita, havendo in sé stessa le sedie de’ 
Patriarchi, che sono sparse in varie parti del mondo: Si può ultimamente allegare la terza cagione poco 
differente dalla secondo, & que sta è, che la chiesa Romana rappresenti tutto il christianesimo, & che colui, 
che di quella è Vescovo, sia parimente Vescovo universale, & pastor di tutti i christiani; per le altre quattro 
sedie, le Quattro parti del mondo si significano, cioè, Levante, Ponente, Mezzo giorno, & Settentrione, & sì 
come il Papa è superiore a questi Quattro Patriarchi, cosi anchor sia sopra tutta la christianità; il che si 
comprende poter da principio essere stato considerato per una antica pittura nel palazzo Lateranese con le 
sopra dette similitudini espressa.”  
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Peter’s Basilica, S. Paolo fuori le Mura, S. Maria Maggiore, and S. Lorenzo fuori le Mura 

— symbolize the five Patriarchs of the church in Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, 

Antioch, and Jerusalem.37 Because Rome’s early Christian basilicas emblematize the 

universal Church, Panvinio argues that the city of Rome is a microcosm of all of 

Christianity; the Pope as Rome’s Bishop has leadership over the other four parts of the 

world and their Patriarchs. Panvinio uses visual evidence to support his interpretation of 

Rome’s ancient churches; he refers to an ancient picture in the Lateran Palace that depicts 

Rome’s sacred landscape as a symbol of its primacy over the universal Church and the 

four Patriarchs.38 This argument demonstrates the polemical role that Rome’s sacred 

landscape performed in the Tridentine era. According to Panvinio, Rome’s early 

Christian pilgrimage churches supported papal authority, which had been highly 

contested by Protestant leaders.  

Panvinio’s treatise on Rome’s seven ancient basilicas presents a history of these 

churches in the order in which pilgrims would encounter them along the processional 

route of the Seven Churches Devotions. Panvinio also includes descriptions of Rome’s 

ancient titular churches along the course to the Seven Churches. Panvinio’s history of 

Rome’s ancient churches focuses on the significance of these sites for the cult of martyrs 

and relics; he often notes how devotion to saints’ tombs in Rome’s ancient cemeteries 

had led to the founding of churches on these sites. In particular, the treatise’s discussion 

of S. Sebastiano, the third basilica in the Seven Churches Devotion, focuses on the 

                                                
37 Ibid. The churches of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme and San Sebastiano were added to this list of Rome’s 
five principal churches. For Panvinio’s discussion of the reasons for including these ancient basilicas 
among Rome’s five principal churches, see ibid., 14-15.  
38 Ibid., 9-11.  
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catacombs below the ancient basilica, which Panvinio identifies as the catacombs of 

Callixtus.39  

Panvinio’s history of S. Sebastiano begins with a description of the famous 

catacombs of St. Callixtus, citing several early Christian and medieval authors, including 

Prudentius (c. 348–413) and Pope Damasus (366–384).40 He focuses on the relics at this 

burial site, including those of Sts. Peter and Paul. By referring to a “little church” in the 

catacombs, Panvinio identifies the ritual function of the early Christian burial spaces:  
 

In fact catacombs, or so-called catacombs, are a very ancient little 
Christian church built underground by Pope St. Callixtus in the time of 
persecutions (where by good fortune there were the tombs of noble Roman 
families) when he brought there bodies of the Apostles Saints Peter and 
Paul.41 

Built underground, the catacombs appeared to have been a place for Christians to worship 

and protect the relics of Sts. Peter and Paul during persecutions.42 Panvinio describes an 

ancient marble altar (under which the relics lay) and a sculpted episcopal throne found in 

the catacombs.43 It is clear that for Panvinio the liturgical furnishings found in the 

                                                
39 Ibid., 118-131. See note 21 on page 91 above.  
40 Ibid., 119-121. 
41 Ibid., 122: “Le Catacombe veramente, ò catacombe, che si dicano, sono una antichissima Chiesetta di 
Christiani fatta da s. Callisto PP. nel tempo delle persecuzioni, sotterra (dove era per ventura il sepolchro 
d’alcuna nobil famiglia Romana) quando egli vi trasportò i corpi de i SS. Pietro & Paolo Apostoli.” The 
translations are my own unless otherwise noted.  
42 Although this passage refers to an occasion when the catacombs served as a place to protect the relics of 
Sts. Peter and Paul during persecutions, Panvinio did not consider this a primary function of these 
underground sites. Rather, his discussion of the catacombs in Le sette chiese and De Ritu focuses on the use 
of these sites for burials and funerary rituals. See Irina Taissa Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the 
Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56 (2009): 178.   
43 Panvinio, Le sette chiese, 123: “V’è uno altar di marmo grande, & che dà indicio di grandissima 
vecchiezza, sotto’l quale giacquero i corpi degli Apostoli, & dove li pontefici Romani martiri dicevan la 
messa: nel mezzo si vede una sedia Episcopale di marmo rozo, vile, e semplicissima di quei beatiss. 
Pontifici, Callisto, Urbano, Pontiano, Antero, Fabiano, & Cornelio martirì.” On sixteenth-century 
scholarship on the lives of the popes, see Stefan Bauer, The Censorship and Fortuna of Platina’s Lives of 
the Popes in the Sixteenth Century, Late Medieval and Early Modern Studies 9 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006). 
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catacombs served as further evidence of the devotional function of the site for the early 

Church.  

In The Rite of Burial (1568), Panvinio surveys early Christian rituals related to 

care for the souls of the deceased. His scholarship defended the early Christian origins of 

the cult of dead, which had been contested by Protestant theologians.44 Similar to his 

treatise on Rome’s Seven Churches, Panvinio’s book on early Christian funerary rituals 

and prayers for the dead focuses on the physical setting. In The Rite of Burial, Panvinio 

lists forty-three of Rome’s early Christian catacombs, briefly describing their general 

location and discussing various tombs of Rome’s early martyrs and popes.45 Panvinio 

notes, however, that the catacombs of St. Sebastian, St. Lawrence, St. Pancras, and St. 

Valentine were the only ones accessed in his lifetime.46 Thus, his list of Rome’s early 

Christian catacombs was primarily based on documentary research into early Christian 

and medieval texts.47  

Panvinio’s treatise follows the stages of care for the body and soul of an infirm 

and dying person. The first chapter addresses early church performance of the sacraments 
                                                
44 On Protestant attacks on the cult of the dead, see pages 47-48 in Chapter One above. On the changing 
views of death and dying in Protestant Europe, see also Craig Koslofsky, The Reformation of the Dead: 
Death and Ritual in Early Modern Germany (1450-1700) (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000); Austra 
Reinis, Reforming the Art of Dying: The ars moriendi in the German Reformation (1519-1528), Saint 
Andrews Studies in Reformation History (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2007). 
45 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 18-24. This list appears in chapter twelve titled, “De coemeteriis urbis 
Romae.” Current scholarship identifies nearly sixty catacombs in Rome. See Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, 
Strutture funerarie ed edifici di culto paleocristiani di Roma dal IV al VI secolo, Studi e ricerche 3 (Vatican 
City: Istituto Grafico Editoriale Romano, 2001).  
46 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 9. Oryshkevich cites Panvinio’s notes on the 
Roman catacombs in Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (BAV), Vat. lat. 6781, fol. 110r. In The Rite of Burial, 
Panvinio refers to these four sites as being accessible to pilgrims. Panvinio, De ritu, 18. Pietro Fremiotti 
suggests that Panvinio may have visited other catacomb sites but only identifies these cemeteries as sites 
open to the public for pilgrimages. See Pietro Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica del secolo decimosesto e gli 
studi di archeologia cristiana (Rome: Federico Pustet, 1926), 34. 
47 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel: Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea Revisited,” in The Church 
Retrospective: Papers read at the 1995 Summer Meeting and the 1996 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical 
History Society, Studies in Church History 33, ed. Robert Norman Swanson (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1997), 
352-353. 
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of Confession, Eucharist, and Extreme Unction, and the commendation of the soul of the 

dying.48 Panvinio’s discussion of the Last Rites underscore the significance of this 

subject within the context of Tridentine reforms and the defense of Catholic tradition. As 

Extreme Unction had been rejected by Martin Luther and John Calvin, Panvinio gives 

particular attention in his treatise to defending its apostolic origins and spiritual benefits. 

He refers to the Council of Trent’s decrees reaffirming the sacrament:  
 
The Gospels affirmed the anointing of the sick with oil blessed by the 
pope, because the custom was handed down by the Apostles to the Church 
which continued to our times, as was recently confirmed by the Council of 
Trent as one of the seven ecclesiastical sacraments, opposing the opinion 
of the heretics.49  

By juxtaposing the Council of Trent’s decrees supporting the tradition of Extreme 

Unction with the oppositions of Protestant “heretics” to this practice, Panvinio announces 

the contemporary relevance of his historical scholarship. He continued to link past and 

present in this frank manner, addressing aspects of Roman Catholic liturgical and 

funerary traditions contested by Protestant theologians.  

 The Rite of Burial deployed early Christian examples and recommendations found 

in the works of early Christian authors, such as Eusebius (c. 265–339/40), Origen (185–

232), and Augustine (354–430). First, Panvinio briefly discusses how the body of the 

deceased should be cared for (Ch. 2), displayed (Ch. 3), and transported (Ch. 5); he 

describes how the early Christians would mourn the dead by beating their breasts in 

                                                
48 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 4-7. Panvinio titled Chapter One, “De Confessionis, Eucharistiae, et 
Extremae Unctionis Sacramentis, animaeque morituri commendatione” 
49 Ibid., 6: “super evangelia de aegrotantium unctione per oleum à Pontifice benedictum affirmat, quòd ab 
Apostolis sit ea consuetudo ecclesiae tradita, quae usque ad nostra tempora continuata, novissimè in 
Concilio Tridentino unum ex septem ecclesiae sacramentis esse contra haereticorum sententiam, 
confirmatum est.”  
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lamentation and wearing black robes as expressions of their grief (Ch. 4).50 The treatise 

then addresses the way Christians buried their dead (Ch. 6),51 by presenting examples to 

prove that the members of the early Church bravely gave the martyrs proper burials even 

during times of persecution.52 Panvinio also devotes several chapters to how the early 

Church honored the deceased and particularly the martyrs by creating tombs and epitaphs 

for them (Ch. 7), writing funeral orations (Ch. 8), giving alms for the dead (Ch. 9), 

offering prayers and sacraments for the dead, and celebrating the anniversary of the 

deceased’s death (Ch. 10).53 By surveying the early Christian practices of caring for the 

bodies of the deceased and their acts of piety on behalf of the deceased, Panvinio justified 

contemporary practice by mapping the ancient origins of Catholic funerary traditions and 

explaining the ritual significance of Rome’s early Christian cemeteries.  

Before listing and describing Rome’s forty-three documented early Christian 

cemeteries (Ch. 12), Panvinio introduces the subject of early Christian cemeteries as 

ritual spaces (Ch. 11).54 Unlike his contemporaries, Panvinio focuses on the catacombs’ 

                                                
50 The original titles of these chapters in Latin are the following: ibid., 7: De corpore mortuo. Cap. II; ibid., 
De expositione corporis mortui. Cap. III; ibid., 7-8: De planctu et altra veste. Cap. IIII; ibid., 8-9: De ritu 
efferendi mortuum. Cap. V.  
51 Ibid., 9-10: De modo sepeliendi christiano. Cap. VI. 
52 For example, Panvinio cites Eusebius’s Historia Ecclesiastica, lib. VII, cap. XVI, and his account of 
how Astyrius, the Roman senator, provided a fitting burial for Marinus who was martyred in Caesarea in 
Cappadocia. Ibid., 9: “Quod Asterii ciuis Romani divitis, nobilis, patricii, senatoris, & Imperatorum 
propinqui exemplum testatur: qui quum Marinum martyrem Caesarae Cappadocae capite plexum (ut auctor 
est Eusebius libro VII. cap. XVI.) sepelisset, eo facto, & ipse capite caesus est. Cùm in consumatione 
martyris Marini Asterius (inquit) adesset, corpus illius capite truncum humeris suis splendidoque, & 
pretioso indumento impositum detulit, & splendidissimè, quantum conveniebat sepulturae tradidit, & 
honorem quem martiri detulit, continuo ipse martyr assequitur.” 
53 The original titles of these chapters in Latin are the following: ibid., 10-12: De sepulchris et epitaphiis. 
Cap. VII; ibid, 12: De orationibus funebribus. Cap. VIII; ibid., 12-13: De eleemosynis pro mortuis. Cap. 
IX; ibid., 13-15: De orationibus, precibus, oblationibus, sacrificiis, & diebus anniversariis pro animabus 
defunctorum. Cap. X. 
54 Ibid., 15-18: De coemeteriis. Cap. XI.  
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original use as burial sites and spaces for funerary rituals rather than as places of hiding.55 

In The Rite of Burial, he even notes that Christians were not permitted to enter the 

catacombs and could not perform their rituals there during times of official persecutions 

because the Roman authorities knew the locations of their cemeteries.56 This example, 

however, demonstrates the importance of Rome’s early Christian cemeteries as 

communal and ritual spaces in that pagans restricting the Church’s access to the 

catacombs constituted persecution.57  

Panvinio’s efforts to identify the physical sites of early Christian devotion in the 

catacombs localized history within Rome’s urban landscape. In his list of Roman 

catacombs, Panvinio focuses on identifying the martyrs’ tombs and the rituals performed 

there. For example, he cites the Acts of Pope Liberius, which report that St. Peter had 

performed baptisms in the Ostrianum Cemetery on Via Salaria (the first site listed in 

Panvinio’s Chapter Twelve).58 Rather than citing archeological evidence and antiquities 

from the Roman catacombs, Panvinio’s descriptions drew primarily upon early Christian 

and medieval accounts referring to the catacombs.59  Even in his notes about the few 
                                                
55 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 15-18. Panvinio’s position differed from that of Cesare Baronio, who 
described the catacombs as both cemeteries and hiding places for the Church. See Oryshkevich, “Roma 
Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” 178.   
56 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 15: “Hinc illud scitu dignum, quod quum Imperator quispiam 
persequutionem in Christianos instaurare constituisset, ante omnia eos à coemeteriis arceri solebat, ne in 
unum conveniendi eis facultas esset. Itaque legimus apud Eusebium Caesariensem historae ecclesiasticae 
libro VII. cap XI. Aemilianum iuridicum Aegypti in Valeriani persecutione ita Dionysium episcopum, 
presbyteros, & Clericos Alexandrinos, & alios Christianos in Christi fide constantes alloquentem: Video 
vos, & ingratos esse, & non sentire mansuetudinem Augustorum, quapropter Alexandriae non eritis, sed in 
Libyam relegabo vos, & vobis aliisque non licebit amplius synodos colligere, vel ad coemeteria (sicut 
vocant) ingredi.” Cited in Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” 178. 
57 Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” 178. 
58 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 18: “Coemeterium omnium vetustissimum Ostrianum, via Salaria ad 
tertium ab Urbe lapidem, in quo beatus Petrus Apostolus baptizasse dicitur. De quo Protonotarius sanctae 
Romanae ecclesiae in actis Liberii Papae cap. III. Primo Conciliorum tomo, sic ait: Erat non longe à 
Coemeterio Novellae ad tertium milliarium ab Urbe via Salaria Coemeterium Ostrianum, ubi Petrus 
Apostolus baptizavit.” Cited in Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” 
178.  
59 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 352-353. 
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accessible catacombs sites in Rome, he did not claim to have personal knowledge from 

exploration.60 We cannot therefore treat Panvinio as an eywitness or archeologist. His 

descriptions of the catacombs are relatively brief and based on written sources. 

Nonetheless, his research provided a valuable foundation for archeological exploration of 

the catacombs in the final decades of the sixteenth century.61  

 

THE DISCOVERY OF THE PAINTED CATACOMBS ON VIA SALARIA IN 1578 

The discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria gave Catholic scholars 

new sources that could be utilized to defend the early Christian origins of the cult of 

martyrs, relics, and images and thus would lend authority to post-Tridentine reforms. The 

painted catacombs offered models of the early Christian liturgical setting, incorporating 

the relics and images of the martyrs. In addition, the discovery of the catacombs on Via 

Salaria, which were unknown and inaccessible during the Middle Ages, added a new 

pilgrimage site to Rome’s sacred landscape and stirred curiosity about the potential of 

finding other lost catacombs filled with relics and images. Although some catacomb sites 

in Rome had been known and visited throughout the Middle Ages and early 

Renaissance,62 the 1578 catacomb discovery initiated a new period of exploration and led 

to the formation of the first collections of notes and drawings documenting the early 

Christian images and antiquities found in the catacombs.63  

On 31 May 1578, workers accidentally found the lost catacomb site on Via 

Salaria in the vineyard of Bartolomeo Sanchez while extracting pozzolana, a volcanic 

                                                
60 Ibid.  
61 Panvinio’s scholarship particularly informed Antonio Bosio’s research on early Christian funerary 
practices and devotions in the catacombs. See ibid., 354.  
62 On the history of the catacombs prior to 1578, see pages 7-23 in the Introduction above.  
63 The first collections of notes and drawings documenting early Christian images and antiquities in the 
catacombs will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four.  
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material used to make cement and concrete.64 To the surprise of the workers and all of 

Rome, the ground suddenly collapsed when their digging exposed the previously 

unknown catacomb site and its complex system of tunnels filled with frescoes, reliefs, 

and funerary inscriptions.65 Pope Gregory XIII (1572–1585) sent Cardinal Giacomo 

Savelli, the Cardinal Vicar of Rome (1560–1587), to authenticate the discovery.66  

The earliest documents announcing the catacomb discovery described the site as 

the catacombs of St. Priscilla, which were understood to be near the Ponte Salaria or on 

Via Salaria.67 Numerous sources that circulated widely in the sixteenth century, including 

the Acta Sanctorum and the Mirabilia urbis Romae, identified the location of the 

catacombs of St. Priscilla as being on Via Salaria.68 Sixteenth-century antiquarians were 

eager to connect the 1578 catacomb discovery to a documented site; as they continued to 

explore and excavate this area, the identification of the catacombs became a subject of 

much debate.69 Alfonso Chacón and Antonio Bosio identified the site as the Ostrianum 

catacombs, which according to tradition was the site where St. Peter had baptized 

                                                
64 Åsa Ringbom and Robert L. Hohlfelder, eds., Building Roma Aeterna: Current Research on Roman 
Mortar and Concrete: Proceedings of the Conference, March 27-29, 2008, (Helsinki: Societas Scientiarum 
Fennica, 2011). 
65 Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 280. 
66 Ibid., 283. 
67 On the problem of naming of the catacombs discovered in 1578 from the sixteenth century to modern 
scholarship on the site, see Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 291-296. 
68 Ibid. A reference to the location of the catacombs of St. Priscilla appears in a twelfth-century list of 
ancient cemeteries titled Haec Sunt Coemeteria, quae Inveniuntur in Passionibus Sanctorum that was 
published in the appendix to the Historia Basilicae Antiquae Sancti Petri Apostolic in Vaticano. The list 
was also published in Acta Sanctorum. Acta Sanctorum Iunii, VIII, 54: number thirteen in the list reads, 
“coemeterium Priscillae ad pontem Salarium.” In the chapter dedicated to cemeteries, the Mirabilia Urbis 
Romae reported that the cemetery of Priscilla was at Ponte Salaria; Mirabilia urbis Romae: The Marvel of 
Rome, or a Picture of the Golden City, trans. Francis Morgan Nichols (London: Ellis and Elvey, 1889), 28. 
The sixteenth-century antiquarians Andrea Fulvio and Onofrio Panvinio noted that the cemetery of Priscilla 
was on Via Salaria; Andrea Fulvio, Antiquitates Urbis (Rome: Marcellus Silber, 1527), libro IV, cap. 
XXXII; Panvino, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 19.  
69 Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 291-296. 
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Christians.70 In fact these catacombs were not St. Priscilla or Ostrianum. The most recent 

studies of the catacombs in this region have identified the site discovered in 1578 as the 

anonymous catacombs on Via Anapo.71  

From the moment of their discovery in 1578 until the collapse of the entrance to 

the catacombs in 1592, the painted catacombs on Via Salaria fascinated historians, 

antiquarians, relic hunters, and pilgrims. Numerous documents from this period 

demonstrate its influence on public perception of Rome’s sacred landscape. Pope 

Gregory XIII issued two avvisi urbinati announcing the monumental discovery and the 

papacy’s initiatives to excavate and protect the holy site.72 The first announcement from 

June 28 states:  
 
At Porta Salaria the cemetery of the Roman matron St. Priscilla was 
discovered, where, while she lived [she] gathered many saints’ bodies 
among which the bodies of Leonidas, father of Origen, and one of the 
Apostles of Christ. When the place was recognized the pope sent there 
Cardinal Savelli, the General of the Jesuits [Everard Mercurian], and 
Monsignor Marco Antonio Mureto.73 

                                                
70 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (BAV), Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8r-v; Antonio Bosio, Roma sotterranea 
(Rome: Guglielmo Facciotti, 1635), 511-513. See Umberto M. Fasola, ‘“Natale Petri de Cathedra” e la 
memoria di S. Pietro nella regione salario-nomentana,” in Saecularia Petri et Pauli, Studi di antichità 
cristiana 28, ed. Bruno M. Apolloni Ghetti (Vatican City: Pontificio Instituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 
1969), 110-111. Giovanni Battista de Rossi and Enrico Josi identify the 1578 catacomb discovery as the 
Giordani. Giovanni Battista de Rossi, “Scoperte nell’arenario tra i cimiteri di Trasone e dei Giodani sulla 
via Salaria nuova,” Bulletino di archeologia cristiana, serie II, IV (1873): 5-21; Enrico Josi, “Relazione del 
ritrovamento della regione scoperta il 31 maggio 1578 sulla via Salaria nuova,” Nuovo bullettino di 
archeologia cristiana 28 (1922): 120-128; Josi, “Il ‘coemeterium Jordanorum’ sulla Via Salaria nova,” 
Studi romani. Rivista di archeologia e storia 3, nos. 1-2 (1922): 49-70. See Giordani, “La scoperta della 
catacomba,” 292-294.  
71 Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo.” 
72 Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, “Storia e topografia della catacomba anonima di Via Anapo,” in Deckers, 
Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” vol. 1, 3-4. 
73 BAV, Urb. lat. 1046, f. 256: “Di Roma li XXVIII di Giugno. A Porta Salar[i]a si è scoperto il cimiterio 
di santa Priscilla matrona Romana, dove, mentre visse raggiuno molti corpi S.ti fra quali Leonida Padre di 
Origene, et uno degli Ap.li di Christo, et riconosciuto il luogo il Papa v’ha mandato il Card.le Sauello, il 
Generale de’ Giesuiti, et Mons.r. Marc’Ant.o Mureto.” While the avviso located the discovery at Porta 
Salaria, the cemetery was discovered two miles outside the city walls as noted above. The avviso is 
transcribed in Ludwig von Pastor, The History of the Popes, from the Close of the Middle Ages, vol. 19, ed. 
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Pope Gregory XIII’s recognition of the site as the cemetery of St. Priscilla and his 

appointment of three church officials to visit the catacombs reflect the importance of the 

discovery.74 A few months later, Pope Gregory XIII issued another avviso about the 

discovery, which gives further information about the appearance of the cemetery and the 

discoveries being made at this site. The second papal announcement is dated August 2 

and asserts:  
 
Near the recently discovered cemetery of St. Priscilla have been 
discovered underground many small chapels and oratories adorned with 
charming works in stucco, there all Rome came, breaking through the 
fences around it made under the orders of Cardinal Savelli.75  

The reference to “works in stucco” and to “small chapels and oratories” allows us to 

observe one contemporary’s identification of these sites as devotional spaces.76 The 

repeated mention of Cardinal Savelli’s role in overseeing the exploration of the 

catacombs reflects the papacy’s ongoing efforts to monitor activities at the site.77  

The Annales of Pope Gregory XIII also detail the contributions of officials who 

studied the newly discovered catacombs.78 To Cardinal Giacomo Savelli fell the task of 

certifying the authenticity of the early Christian cemetery and its contents. Louis 

Castagnero, the ambassador of France to the Holy See, and the learned Marco Antonio 

Moretto also studied the site; the pope’s Annales credited them with helping to identify 
                                                
Ralph Francis Kerr (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1930), 262 n. 2; Giordani, “La scoperta 
della catacomba,” 280. The translation is mine.  
74 Pastor, The History of the Popes, vol. 19, 267.  
75 BAV, Urb. lat 1046, f. 302: “Vicino al Cimitero di S.ta Priscilla trovato li dì passati, si sono scoperti 
sotto terra alquanti Cappelletti et Oratorii di stucco ornati con vaghissimi lavori, dove concorse tutta Roma, 
rompendo li steccati fattili attorno per ord.e del Card.le Savello.” The avviso is transcribed in Pastor, The 
History of the Popes, 267; Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 282. The translation is mine.  
76 The reference to “works in stucco” may in fact be a reference to fresco decoration.  
77 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 267; Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 280-283. 
78 BAV Vat. lat. 12214. The text of Degli Annali di Gregorio XIII was first published by Mariano 
Armellini in 1894, and the notice about the discovery of 1578 appears in Book VII, volume II of the journal 
Cronachetta mensuale di archeologia e storia (Rome: 1894) on page 96. See Giordani, “La scoperta della 
catacomba,” 283.  
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the tomb of the martyr St. Leonidas, announced on June 28.79 Although these papal 

documents provide little information about the reception of the early Christian images 

adorning the catacomb site, an anonymous description of the 1578 discovery presents 

sixteenth-century interpretations of the early Christian images.  

 

THE CULT OF IMAGES IN THE CATACOMBS: THE ANONYMOUS DESCRIPTION OF 1578 

The most detailed account of the discovery and reception of the astonishing early 

Christian images found in the catacomb comes from an anonymous document titled De 

coemeterio d. Priscillae Romae invento in Canicularibus anno 1578 (The Cemetery of 

Priscilla found in Rome in 1578).80 Giovanni Battista de Rossi (1822–1894) dated this 

document to 1578, arguing that it was written several months after the discovery of the 

site.81 The document begins by recounting the discovery of the catacombs on the second 

mile of Via Salaria outside Porta Salaria. Consistent with the papal avvisi, the anonymous 

author asserts that distinguished churchmen and scholars had identified the site as the 

                                                
79 Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 283; citing and transcribing BAV Vat. lat. 12214: “fuori di 
Porta Salaria nel cavare la Pozzolana si trovò inspiratamente il famoso Cimiterio di Priscilla smarito sin dal 
tempo di Goti circondato da varie seppolture de Sacri Martiri con iscrittioni di lingue diverse; mandovvici 
il Papa incontinente il Cardinal Savelli Vicario à certificarsi del tutto, et altri molti vi andarono periti 
dell’antighità, e fra l’altre cose degne di memoria dall’Ambasciatore di Francia Luigi Castagnero, e da 
Marc Antonio Moretto ambe due di grande eruditione, fu riconosciuto il sepolcro di Leonida Padre 
d’Origene defonto già d’anni mille, e trecento.” 
80 H. von Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae invento in Canicularibus anno 1578,” Römische 
Quartalschrift für Christliche Alterthumskunde und für Kirchengeschichte 2 (1888): 209-217. This 
document was discovered in 1888 in the library of Trier. Giovanni Battista de Rossi wrote a preface (209-
210) to the transcription of the document (210-212). Further observations and interpretations of the text by 
Sauerland (212-214) and by Rossi (214-217) follow the document. In his preface introducing the 
transcription of the document, Rossi attributes the document to Pietro Canisio (1521–1597); ibid., 209-210. 
However, this document is not consistent with the style of Canisio’s letters, and it seems that Canisio was 
only in Rome from 8 March – 7 April 1578, which predated the discovery of the catacombs on 31 May 
1578; Petrus Canisius, Beati Petri Canisii epistulae et Acta, ed. Otto Braunsberger (Freiburg a. Breisgau: 
Herder, 1896-1923). See Giuseppe Ferretto, Note storico-bibliografiche di archeologia cristiana (Vatican 
City: Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1942), 107 n. 10; Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 283-284. 
81 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae,” 216. 
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catacombs of Priscilla, lost during the invasions of the Goths.82 The author comments on 

the many bodies of the holy saints and martyrs that the early Christians had buried and 

hidden in the catacombs, asserting that over two thousand bodies had been found.83 The 

document describes the catacombs as an “underground city of the dead” that had a 

labyrinth of streets spanning approximately a mile.84  

The common assumption that the catacombs served as a site for the ancient 

church to worship and venerate the tombs of martyrs shaped the author’s perception of 

the site and its early Christian frescoes. For example, the document identifies a room in 

the catacombs as a chapel with liturgical furnishings, including an altar with an image of 

the crucifixion:  
 
There, in the hidden recess, a chapel with a small altar is found, and in that 
same place you see the image of the blessed crucifix painted with the 
representation of two saints on one side, but on the other [the image of] a 
single matron, thought to be St. Priscilla.85  

This description supported the idea that early Christians had worshiped in the catacombs. 

However, neither the sixteenth-century drawings from this site nor modern excavations of 

the anonymous catacombs on Via Anapo featured an image of the crucifixion with two 

                                                
82 Ibid., 210: “Superioribus diebus extra portam Salariam secundo ab urbe lapide in vinea cuiusdam 
Hispani inter effodiendum sub nigram arenam, quam Pudeolanam vocant, in usum aedifìcii extruendi, 
evenit, ut profundius effodiendo magna omnium admiratione via quaedam subterraneam inveniretur atque 
aperiretur, cumpertisque ibidem christianae religionis signis. Eo personae religiosae, cardinales, prelati et 
cuiuscumque ordinis viri concurrere cepere, omnes tam vetustatis studiosi quam alii, uno ore dicentes, illud 
esse coemiterium B. Priscillae virginis, iam inde ab incursionibus Gothorum occultum.” For an Italian 
translation of the complete text, see Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 285-287. 
83 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae,” 210-211: “et alii pii viri Sanctorum corpora praecipue 
Martyrum et aliorum christifidelium defunctorum corpora condebant, atque etiam cristiani illi ethnicis 
magis suspecti et exosi latitabant….Hactenus autem sunt inventae bis mille et eo amplius sepulturae.”  
84 Ibid., 211: “Ex ista praecipua via tot aliae viae depressiores et arctiores, tot cuniculi deducuntur, ut 
subterranea quaedam mortuorum civitas videatur, instar tamen Labirinti viarum ambagibus implicita, cuius 
circuitus ad unum milliarium existimatur.”  
85 Ibid., 211: “Ibi in abdito quodam recessu capella cum parvulo altari reperitur, ibidemque sanctissimi 
crucifixi imago picta conspicitur cum imagine duorum Sanctorum ab uno latere, ab altero vero unius 
matronae, quae B. Priscilla existimatur esse.”  
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saints and a matron that matches the anonymous description. A fresco of the crucified 

Christ was discovered in the catacombs of St. Valentine; a drawing of this fresco appears 

in Alfonso Chacón’s collection from the 1590s (Fig. 29).86 Although the anonymous 

author’s visual source is unclear, this description follows the Catholic tradition of 

furnishing an altar with the image of the crucifixion. The identification of the matron as 

St. Priscilla reflects the author’s assumption that the sacred images found in the 

catacombs depicted the martyrs buried there.  

This circular interpretation continues in the document’s report about other early 

Christian images found in the catacombs:  
 
In many places in the said cemetery, one can see painted the shepherd 
bearing a sheep on his shoulders (Figs. 30–31), also more often Ignatius 
is seen between two lions (Figs. 32–34), the sacrifice of Abraham (Figs. 
35–37), and a woman holding a sponge in her hands (Figs. 38–40). They 
believe this to be the image of St. Praxedes whose body like that of St. 
Pudentiana, her sister, sacred histories testify to have been buried in that 
same place. There remain traces of other images, which on account of 
their great antiquity cannot be identified.87  

This description of the early Christian images found in the catacombs was clearly based 

on the author’s understanding of the site as a devotional space for the cult of martyrs. 

Although the Old Testament subject of Daniel in the lions’ den was more probable (Figs. 

32–34), the author identified a scene of a man with two lions as the martyrdom of the 

early Christian St. Ignatius of Antioch.88 The identification of the woman holding a 

                                                
86 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 37r. For a discussion of Chacón’s collection of drawings of the catacomb 
frescoes, see pages 150-161 in Chapter Four. 
87 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae,” 211: “In pluribus autem dicti coemiterii locis est videre 
pictum pastorem ovem in humeris gestantem, saepius pariter videtur: Ignatium inter duos leones, Abrahae 
sacrificium, et mulierem spongiam in manibus habentem. Hanc credunt esse Sanctae Praxedis imaginem, 
cuius corpus et pariter sanctae Potentianae eius sororis ibidem conditum fuisse sacrae testantur historiae. 
Extant quoque signa aliarum imaginum, quae prae nimia antiquitate cognosci non possunt.”  
88 Alfonso Chacón and Philips van Winghe’s drawings copying the frescoes found in the catacombs on Via 
Salaria do not note their interpretations of the subject of the frescoes depicting a man standing between two 
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sponge as St. Praxedes was likely based on stories that the holy sisters gathered the blood 

of the martyrs with a sponge, collecting the sacred blood in vessels (Fig. 41).89 The 

author’s detailed list of subjects found in the catacombs proves that he valued them as 

examples of early Christian iconography. The list also reveals the impact of sixteenth-

century opinions about the devotional function of the catacombs on interpretations of 

these paintings. 

Having established the catacombs as devotional spaces, the anonymous author 

concludes his account of the 1578 discovery by describing the emotional effect that the 

ancient cemetery and its sacred images had on contemporary Catholic pilgrims:  
 
This place should be so revered because of its antiquity, religion, and 
sanctity, that all who enter and assess it carefully would be struck with 
terror and brought to tears. Whence can be conjectured the persecutions, 
sufferings, and piety of the holy lives of the early Church. In that place, 
confirming our most undoubted and certain Catholic religion and Catholic 
rites, one sees the religion, care, and diligence of those friends of God in 
the burials of bodies. 90 

The sensual language used to describe the catacombs demonstrates the affective power of 

the early Christian site, which inspired an emotional and physical response. According to 

the anonymous author, any reverent person who entered the catacombs and carefully 

examined the site “would be struck with terror and brought to tears.”  By conjecturing 
                                                
lions. Antonio Bosio, however, identified the scenes as the story of the prophet Daniel in the lions’ den 
from the Hebrew Scriptures. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 517, 521, 527.  
89 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William Granger Ryan 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 374. Similar imagery of the saint adorns the ancient titular 
church in Rome dedicated to St. Praxedes. For example, a painting of St. Praxedes collecting and 
preserving the blood of the martyrs in a well by Domenico Maria Muratori (1662–1744) is located behind 
the high altar of the church of S. Prassede in Rome (Fig. 40).  
90 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211: “Estque locus tanta vetustate, religione et sanctitate 
verendus, ut omnibus ingredientibus et bene perpendentibus terror quidam incutiatur et lachrymae 
excutiantur. Inde est coniicere persecutiones et aerumnas simul et pietatem sanctorum illorum vivorum 
primitivae Ecclesia. Ibi ad confirmationem nostrae indubitatae et certissimae religionis catholicae 
rituumque catholicorum est videre religionem, curam et diligentiam illorum dei amicorum circa 
humationem corporum.” This is my translation. This passage is cited and translated in Pastor, The History 
of the Popes, vol. 19, 267-268. 
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“the persecutions, sufferings, and piety of the holy lives of the early Church,” the 

catacombs inspired emotive visions of the early Christians who buried the saints, martyrs, 

and other faithful Christians in these underground sites.  

Seeing the care taken by the early Christians to bury their dead, the anonymous 

author interpreted the catacombs as confirmation of “our undoubted and certain Catholic 

religion and Catholic rites.” Pilgrimages to this ancient and moving devotional site, thus, 

had spiritual and polemical value in the Tridentine church. Sixteenth-century devotions in 

the catacombs simultaneously revived and confirmed early Christian tradition. 

The anonymous author went further to make a polemical claim about the 

discovery of sacred images in the catacombs. They were, he argued, evidence of the 

antiquity of the cult of images. His position challenged the arguments of Protestant 

iconoclasts:  
 
There can be seen plainly with one’s own eyes, how, in the time of the 
pagans and idolaters, those pious and holy friends of God, who could not 
be in public in the light of day, painted and venerated pious images in 
caves and caverns. But now even among Christians, oh great blindness of 
this time, there are some who with reckless daring presume to scrape them 
away and to strike them down from holy temples.91  

This report contrasts the traditions of the early Christians who painted and worshiped 

images in the catacombs with the practices of contemporary Christians who “scraped 

away” images from churches. The anonymous author’s description of the “great 

blindness of this time” refers to the conflicts arising from the Protestant Reformation and 

particularly the iconoclastic outbreaks. By discussing the catacombs as worship spaces 

                                                
91 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211-212. “Ibi manifestissime oculis ipsis cernitur, quod 
ethnicorum et idolatrarum temporibus pii illi et sancti dei amici, cum publice et in huius saeculi luce non 
possent, in antris saltem et cavernis terrae pias imagines pingebant et venerabantur. Nunc autem inter 
christianos ipsos, o nimiam tempestatis huius caecitatem, non desunt, qui eas e sacris templis abradere et 
deturbare temerario ausu praesumunt.” This is my translation. This passage is cited and translated in Pastor, 
The History of the Popes, vol. 19, 268.  
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for the early Church, the author promoted the ancient origins of image veneration in 

Catholic rites; furthermore, he established the painted catacombs as authoritative models 

of emotive devotional spaces.  

 

ROME’S “HIDDEN CITIES”: BARONIO’S ACCOUNT OF THE DISCOVERY OF 1578 

 The prolific early modern church historian and author of the multi-volume 

Annales Ecclesiastici (1588–1607), Cesare Baronio, also discussed the early Christian 

images discovered in the catacombs on Via Salaria.92 For him too they provided evidence 

to defend the early Christian origins of sacred art.93 Baronio’s interpretation of Christian 

antiquities in the catacombs relied upon his knowledge of early Christian texts, which he 

frequently cites in the Annales to support his analysis of the iconography and devotional 

function of early Christian images: 
 

But much less will anyone be amazed that sacred images are figured in the 
Christian churches since Catholics are accustomed to shape them even on 
holy vessels, as Tertullian says; indeed he testifies,94 [an] image of Christ 

                                                
92 On Baronio’s contributions to early modern Christian archeology following the 1578 catacomb 
discovery, see pages 250-259 in Chapter Six below.  
93 For the earliest publication of Baronio’s Annales, see Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, 12 vols. 
(Rome: Ex typographia Vaticana, 1588-1607). The citations in this chapter are from the following reprint 
of the collection in the Digital Library of the Catholic Reformation. Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, 
tomi I-XII. Editio postrema ab ispomet aucta et recognita (Mainz: Sumptibus Ioannis Gymnici, & Antonii 
Hierati Coloniens, 1601-1608). Cardinal Cesare Baronio’s historical scholarship and his patronage of 
sacred art will be discussed further in Chapter Six.  
94 Baronio cites chapters seven and ten of Tertullian’s De pudicitia. Tertullian, De pudicitia, in Ante-
Nicene Fathers, vol. 4: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minicius Felix; Commodia; Origen, Parts First and 
Second, Christian Classics Ethereal Library, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Doladson (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 80: “You shall have leave to begin with the parables, where you have the 
lost ewe re-sought by the Lord, and carried back on His shoulders (Luke 15: 3–7). Let the very paintings 
upon your cups come forward to show whether even in them the figurative meaning of that sheep will shine 
through (the outward semblance, to teach) whether a Christian or heathen sinner be the object it aims at in 
the matter of restoration.” Ibid., 85: “that ‘Shepherd,’ will play the patron whom you depict upon your 
(sacramental) chalice, (depict, I say, as) himself withal a prostitutor of the Christian sacrament, (and hence) 
worthily both the idol of drunkenness, and the brize of adultery by which the chalice will quickly be 
followed, (a chalice) from which you sip nothing more readily than (the flavour of) the “ewe” of (your) 
second repentance!  I, however, imbibe the Scriptures of that Shepherd who cannot be broken.”   
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[the] Lord in the form of the Good Shepherd, carrying the lost sheep on 
his shoulders, traditionally represented on sacred chalices, we saw very 
many images of just this type in the most ancient cemetery of Priscilla on 
Via Salaria in the year of [the] Lord, 1578.95 

By referring to both early Christian texts and his observations on early Christian art, 

Baronio draws a comparison between images of the Good Shepherd found in churches, 

on holy vessels, and in the catacombs.96 He presents both Tertullian’s writings about an 

image of the Good Shepherded figured on chalices and images of the same subject that he 

and others saw in the catacombs as authoritative sources, confirming the early Christian 

origins of sacred art. Baronio’s comparison of early Christian texts and images found in 

the catacombs helped sixteenth-century antiquarians such as Alfonso Chacón analyze 

early Christian iconography. For example, Chacón cited both Baronio’s Annales and 

Tertullian’s De Pudicitia (On Modesty) in a caption annotating his drawing of a figure of 

the Good Shepherd painted in the catacombs discovered on Via Salaria.97 

In the second volume of the Annales, Baronio describes the importance of the 

discovery on Via Salaria:  
 
The City was astounded to recognize that in her suburbs she had hidden 
cities, once colonies of the Christians in times of persecution, but now just 
filled with tombs; what she read in documents or saw in other partially 
opened cemeteries she then fully understood: indeed, that which she had 
read by St. Jerome and Prudentius, regarding [them] with her own eyes, 
she observed with great wonder.98 

                                                
95 Cesare Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, Tomus 1 (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 57, 623: “At 
multò minùs quis mirabitur in Christianorum Ecclesiis esse effigiatas sacras imagines; cùm eas etiam in 
sacris vasis Catholicos sculpere solitos esse, auctor sit Tertullianus: testatur enim, Christi Domini imaginem 
prae se ferentem pastoris effigiem, ovem deperditam super humeros gestantis, in sacris calicibus effigiari 
consuevisse: cuius quidem generis imagines complures inspeximus in antiquissimo Priscillae coemiterio 
via Salaria anno Domini millesimo quingentesimo septuagesimo octavo.” 
96 Alfonso Chacón cites this passage in Baronio’s Annales in a caption annotating his drawing of a figure 
of the Good Shepherd painted in the catacombs discovered on Via Salaria (Fig. 55). See page 154-155 in 
Chapter Four below.  
97 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8v.  
98 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103: “Obstupuit Urbs, 
cùm in suis suburbiis abditas se novit habere civitates, Christianorum tempore persecutionis olim colonias, 
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In this passage, Baronio creates an extended personification by making the City of Rome 

the subject of his description of the discovery of 1578; Rome, itself, embodies the city’s 

sacred past. He portrays the catacombs as sites of mystery and revelation: these “hidden 

cities” that were once only read about or “partially opened” can now be “fully 

understood.” As we have seen, other known catacombs sites, such as the catacombs of St. 

Sebastian, had been popular devotional sites prior to 1578;99 however, Baronio describes 

the discovery on Via Salaria as a defining moment of revelation, enabling Rome to see 

and understand these “hidden cities.”  

 Although Baronio reports that Rome “fully understood” the catacombs by 

“regarding [them] with her own eyes,” he interprets the meaning of this sight based on 

the writings of Jerome and Prudentius; their rhetorical accounts about the catacombs as 

sites of mystery, horror, and suffering lent support to Baronio’s own personification of 

Rome and her emotive response to the astounding discovery of 1578.100 

Prudentius’s account is particularly significant because he wrote the only known 

description of a work of art in the catacombs prior to 1578.101 In Hymn XI of the 

Peristephanon, Prudentius describes a painting that he claims to have seen over the tomb 

of St. Hippolytus in the catacombs. Prudentius writes an ekphrasis about the painting’s 

                                                
modo autem sepulchris tantùm refertas; & quod legebat in chartis, vel videbat ex aliis coemeteriis aliqua 
solùm ex parte reclusis, tunc pleniùs intellexit: quae enim de iisdem apud sanctum Hieronymum vel 
Prudentium legerat, suis ipsius oculis intuens, vehementer admirabunda spectavit.” This is my translation. 
Cited and translated in Pastor, The History of the Popes, vol. 19, 268-269; Ditchfield, “Text before 
Trowel,” 358-359.  
99 On the history of the catacombs prior to 1578, see pages 7-23 in the Introduction above.  
100 Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem Lib. XII, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 25 (Alexandria, VA: 
Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 375; Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 312-315. For Jerome’s description 
of his visit to the catacombs and its rhetorical context, see pages 14-15 in the Introduction above. On the 
rhetorical device of ekphrasis in Prudentius’s description of the catacombs, see pages 15-16 in the 
Introduction above.  
101 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 76. 
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depiction of St. Hippolytus’s martyrdom and the mournful response of his followers.102 In 

classical rhetoric, an ekphrasis is defined as “a speech that brings the subject matter 

vividly before the eyes.”103 Following the conventions of ekphrasis, Prudentius describes 

the painting adorning the martyr’s tomb in great detail, stimulating the reader’s pictorial 

imagination:   
 
Painted on a wall, showing in many colors the wicked deed in all its 
details; above the tomb is depicted a lively likeness, portraying in clear 
semblance Hippolytus’s bleeding body as he was dragged along. I saw the 
tips of rocks dripping most excellent Father, and scarlet stains imprinted 
on the briars, where a hand that was skilled in portraying green bushes had 
also figured the red blood in vermilion. One could see the parts torn 
asunder and lying scattered in disorder up and down at random. The artist 
had painted too his loving people walking after him in tears wherever the 
inconstant track showed his zigzag course. Stunned with grief, they were 
searching with their eyes as they went, and gathering the mangled flesh in 
their bosoms. One clasps the snowy head, cherishing the venerable white 
hair on his loving breast, while another picks up the shoulders, the severed 
hands, arms, elbows, knees, bare fragments of legs. With their garments 
also they wipe dry the soaking sand, so that no drops shall remain to dye 
the dust; and wherever blood adheres to the spikes on which its warm 
spray fell, they press a sponge on it and carry it all away.104 

No painting that resembles Prudentius’s description has ever been found in the area of 

Hippolytus’s tomb on Via Tiburtina.105 For Baronio and many of his contemporaries, this 
                                                
102 On the rhetorical context of Prudentius’s description of the image of St. Hippolytus’s martyrdom, see 
Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 77-83.  
103 In Ekphrasis, Imagination, and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice, Webb discusses 
the disparity between ancient definitions of ekphrasis and modern definitions that exclusively characterize 
ekphrasis as “the poetic description of a pictorial or sculptural work of art.” The definition given is here is 
the one that Webb identifies as “the definition of ekphrasis taught to students in the Greek schools of the 
Roman Empire as they began their studies of rhetoric” (1). On the definition of ekphrasis, see Ruth Webb, 
Ekphrasis, Imagination, and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice (Burlington: Ashgate, 
2009), 1-38. On the poetics of late antiquity, see Michael Roberts, The Jeweled Style: Poetry and Poetics in 
Late Antiquity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989). On the rhetorical context of Prudentius’s 
description of the image of St. Hippolytus’s martyrdom, see Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman 
Catacombs,” 77-83.  
104 Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144; cited in Oryshkevich, “History of the Roman 
Catacombs,” 76-77.  
105 Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 77. 
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captivating account, however, overshadowed the visual evidence found in the catacombs. 

Prudentius’s ekphrasis encouraged readers to entertain visions of dramatic images in the 

catacombs. He vividly describes the sight of Hippolytus’s bleeding and fragmented body, 

“the parts torn asunder and lying scattered in disorder.” Imagery of Hippolytus’s grieving 

followers demonstrates the emotive effect of the gruesome sight of the martyr’s mutilated 

body. Prudentius describes a series of pious emotional responses exhibited by the 

mourning followers of the martyr. They “walk after him in tears” and are “stunned with 

grief.” They dutifully search for and gather every dismembered limb and drop of blood of 

the martyr, “cherishing” the saint’s relics.  

Based on Prudentius’s vivid account, violent scenes of martyrdom, landscapes 

covered with the martyrs’ blood, and early Christians collecting the fragmented bodies 

and blood of martyrs were appropriate subjects to have depicted in the catacombs. 

According to Baronio, the 1578 discovery enabled Romans to see in the catacombs with 

their own eyes what they had read in the descriptions by St. Jerome and Prudentius. Even 

if no image matched Prudentius’s report, still, visiting and looking at the catacombs on 

Via Salaria elicited an emotional response predicated on the ability of poetic language to 

stimulate pictorial imagination, which imaginatively recreated the feelings of terror, grief, 

and devotion that Jerome and Prudentius had vividly described.  

 Prudentius’s evocative description of the painting over St. Hippolytus’s grave and 

his accounts of Rome’s ancient cemeteries were frequently cited in early modern treatises 

about the catacombs. Prior to the discovery of 1578, Onofrio Panvinio had discussed 

Prudentius’s description of St. Hippolytus’s tomb in The Rite of Burial and The Seven 

Roman Churches.106 In his study on early Christian art in the Roman catacombs in 

                                                
106 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 11-12; Panvinio, Le sette chiese, 119-120. On Panvinio’s scholarship, see 
pages 95-103 above.  
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Hagioglypta sive Picturae et Sculpturae Sacrae Antiquiores, Praesertim Quae Romae 

Reperiuntur Explicatae, which was completed around 1605, Jean L’Heureux (1540–

1614) referred to Prudentius’s description of the Roman catacombs and this ekphrasis.107 

By disseminating Prudentius’s description of the catacombs, these scholars provided a 

historical foundation for early modern interpretations of the catacomb paintings as 

martyrdom imagery.108  

Prudentius’s lively account would have also appealed to sixteenth-century 

aesthetics. Rather than describing the flattened and stylized forms that scholars today 

often observe in early Christian art and that Baronio and his contemporaries would have 

seen in the catacomb frescoes, Prudentius notes how the painter created an individualized 

portrait of the saint that “depicted a lively likeness, portraying in clear semblance 

Hippolytus’s bleeding body.” The painting, he wrote, had a naturalistic landscape that 

reflected the work of a “hand skilled in portraying green bushes.” Prudentius’s 

description of the naturalistic landscape and the lifelike portrait of Hippolytus’s 

dismembered body do not resemble the style of the late antique paintings found in the 

catacombs that were discovered in 1578. For example, a painting of the Good Shepherd 

from this site only includes minimal landscape details to indicate a pastoral setting (Fig. 

30).109 The trees that frame the scene of the Good Shepherd are abstracted, linear forms 

without any texture to distinguish leaves from branches; the two sheep that stand at the 

                                                
107 Jean L’Heureux, Hagioglypta sive Picturae et Sculpturae Sacrae Antiquiores, Praesertim quae Romae 
Reperiuntur Explicatae, ed. Raffaele Garrucci (Paris: J. A. Toulouse, 1856), 62-63, 66, 112. In 1605, 
L’Heureux received permission from the Inquisitor of St-Omer to publish Hagioglypta, but the treatise was 
not published until 1856. After the author’s death, L’Heureux’s manuscript entered the collection of Jean 
Bolland and then the Bollandist Library where Raffaele Garrucci found it and published the treatise with 
minor formal revisions and comments in the editor’s preface. On L’Heureux’s treatise see pages 176-182 
below.  
108 For early modern interpretations of catacomb paintings as images of saints and martyrs associated with 
these burial sites, see pages 156-160 in Chapter Four and pages 187-188 in Chapter Seven below.  
109 Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” vol. 2, Farbtafel 20. 
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shepherd’s feet are solid forms without any suggestion of volume or individual features. 

The figure of the shepherd has generalized facial features and a stylized form with heavy 

outlines suggesting drapery folds in his tunic. The frescoes found in the catacombs on 

Via Salaria present a stark contrast to Prudentius’s description of a highly detailed and 

naturalistic scene of St. Hippolytus’s bleeding body.  

Although Prudentius’s description of the painting’s style was completely 

inconsistent with the visual evidence found in the catacombs, formal details he narrated 

conformed to Renaissance tastes for naturalism, individualized figures, and detailed 

narrative scenes. Prudentius’s dramatic imagery of martyrdom and the pious actions 

taken by the saint’s grieving followers presented a compelling model for the post-

Tridentine reform of sacred art. Frequent references to the Peristephanon in early modern 

studies on the catacombs confirm that scholars considered Prudentius’s writings 

authoritative.  

Baronio responds to Prudentius’s ekphrasis with his own rhetorical flourish, the 

personification of Rome. Like Prudentius’s account, Baronio’s rhetorical description of 

the City’s response to the 1578 catacomb discovery encouraged pictorial imagination of 

the catacombs, a sight that Rome “observed with great wonder.” When Baronio declared 

that the discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria confirmed Prudentius’s 

writings, he enacted this description as an authoritative representation of early Christian 

paintings in the catacombs. Early Christian descriptions of the catacombs as emotive sites 

that evoked feelings of terror, grief, and devotion shaped sixteenth-century interpretations 

of these sites. Sixteenth-century pilgrims increasingly used the catacombs as sites of 

affective devotion, recreating the emotional experiences described by St. Jerome and 

Prudentius.  
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A “RABBLE OF RASCAL RELICS”: AN ENGLISH PROTESTANT IN THE ROMAN 
CATACOMBS AND THE CATHOLIC DEFENSE OF THE CULT OF RELIC IN ROME  

Although the collection and study of early Christian art in the catacombs was a 

new contribution to scholarship in the late sixteenth-century, the promise of finding early 

Christian relics remained a principal motivation for the exploration of the Roman 

catacombs.110 The Counter-Reformation religious orders of the Jesuits and Oratorians 

needed relics to consecrate their churches and lend greater authority to the Orders.111 As 

lost catacomb sites continued to be discovered in the Roman suburbs,112 the papacy 

established laws regulating the relic trade and appointed individuals and committees to 

oversee the removal of relics from the catacombs.113 The Congregation of Rites and 

Ceremonies established under Pope Sixtus V in 1588 promoted greater scrutiny to 

authenticate relics and controlled their movement.114 The papacy’s efforts to control and 

verify relics responded to Protestant critiques and doubts concerning the cult of relics.115 

The early Christian images found in the catacombs on Via Salaria supported the 

Council of Trent’s claim that the traditions of venerating saints, relics, and images were 

                                                
110 Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo alla costruzione della reliquia: Giovanni Angelo 
Santini, detto il Toccafondi, pittore romano,” Studi Romani 53 (2005): 94-121. 
111 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 86-87; Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Baronio e la ‘Roma 
sotterranea’ tra pietà oratoriana e interessi gesuitici,” in Baronio e le sue fonti: Atti del convegno 
internazionale di studi, Sora 10-13, Ottobre 2007, Fonti e studi baroniani 4, ed. Luigi Gulia (Sora: Centro 
di Studi Sorani Vincenzo Patriarca, 2009), 435-487. On the Jesuit Order’s contributions to the exploration 
of the catacombs and the relic trade, see pages 201-205 in Chapter Five below. Cesare Baronio and Antonio 
Bosio are the principal figures from the Roman Oratory that made the greatest contribution to the 
development of Christian Archeology. On Baronio’s continued participation in the exploration of the 
catacombs see pages 250-259 in Chapter Six below. On Bosio’s scholarship, see Chapter Seven below.  
112 Antiquarians in Rome continued to research the history and location of early Christian catacombs and 
discovered over thirty catacomb sites throughout the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. This 
statistic is found in Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 344. 
113 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 87-88. 
114 On the Sacred Congregation of Rites, see pages 74-75 in Chapter Two above. On the Congregation’s 
scrutiny of relic cults, see also Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 17, 99.  
115 On Protestant attacks on the cult of relics, see pages 47-48 in Chapter One above.  
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interconnected and had originated in the early Church.116 In the late sixteenth-century, 

antiquarians and relics hunters used sacred images in the catacombs as evidence to 

authenticate relics; they argued that catacomb paintings confirmed the locations of 

martyrs’ tombs.117 By critically analyzing martyrs’ tombs that had been identified in the 

catacombs, sixteenth-century antiquarians contributed to the post-Tridentine defense of 

relic cults.118  

The cult of relics was central to the problem of holy matter in late medieval 

Europe, which foreshadowed Reformation polemics.119 Medieval theologians seriously 

considered the implications of the doctrine of bodily resurrection, which was a 

foundational principle for relic cults; they argued that the body was the locus of one’s 

identity.120 Material continuity, the concept that “identity lasts through corruption and 

reassemblage” of the physical body, had practical applications that shaped the cult of 

relics.121 The holy bodies of the martyrs acted as bridges between heaven and earth; while 

the souls of the saints are united with Christ in heaven, their bodies — already marked by 

the glory that they will receive in the resurrection — remain in the world, enshrined in 

tombs and chapels.122 For example, Peter the Venerable (1092–1156) instructed devotees 

to venerate the relics of saints in light of their assured future glory in heaven: “you ought 

                                                
116 On the Council of Trent’s decrees upholding the cult of martyrs, relics, and images, see pages 63-69 in 
Chapter Two above.  
117 On the early modern relic trade and its connection to the collection and study of early Christian art in 
the catacombs, see Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 94-121. 
118 Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 94-121. 
119 On the problem of holy matter in late Medieval Europe as a foundation for Reformation polemics, see 
pages 34-38 in Chapter One above. My discussion of Christian materiality in the late Middle Ages derives 
from Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011). 
120 Carolyn Walker Bynum, “Material Continuity, Personal Survival and the Resurrection of the Body: A 
Scholastic Discussion in Its Medieval and Modern Contexts,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays 
on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion. New York: Zone Books, 1991), 240-243. 
121 Ibid., 253-254.  
122 Ibid., 263.  
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not to feel contempt for the bones of the present martyrs as if they were dry bones but 

should honor them now full of life as if they were in their future incorruption.”123 The 

seriousness of the cult of relics hinged upon the assumption of material continuity. As 

bearers of identity, the martyrs’ bodies were animated by the holiness of the saints’ lives 

and the certainty of their future unity with Christ and all the saints in the resurrection; the 

reverence shown to relics, though corrupted and fragmented on earth, affirmed the 

material continuity of these bodies.  

In Reformation polemics over the cult of relics, material continuity was at stake. 

Protestant polemicists argued that the veneration given to “rascal relics” corrupted true 

worship, robbing God of His glory; they claimed that the cult of relics was based on lies 

promulgated by the papacy.124  The relics that filled Roman churches, they asserted, were 

mere bones, which probably were not even the true bodies of the saints; these lifeless 

bones did not produce miracles nor did they carry the identity of the saints. Early modern 

Catholic polemicists drew upon the authority of the early Christian past, citing reliable 

ecclesiastical authors and the ancient tradition of devotions in the catacombs, to 

authenticate relic cults and the miracles that had occurred from devotion to the holy 

bodies. The use of the catacombs by both sides of the confessional divide reflects the 

contested history of these early Christian sites; the cataombs were essential to both 

Protestant and Catholic arguments concerning the early Church’s views on the cult of 

relics; these debates had broad implications for the use of holy matter in worship.  

                                                
123 Ibid., 264; citing Peter the Venerable, “Sermo in honore sancti illius cuius reliquiae sunt in presenti,” 
from Giles Constable, “Petri Venerabilis Sermones Tres,” Revue bénédicte 64 (1954), 265-272. 
124 Here I am quoting and paraphrasing Anthony Munday, the English Protestant who satirized Roman 
devotional practices and particularly the cult of relics. Munday, The English Roman Life, 63-64. This text is 
examined below. 
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Reports about the 1578 catacomb discovery and devotions to the cult of relics in 

the Roman catacombs written by two Englishmen in the late sixteenth century exemplify 

the polemical significance of these sites. Anthony Munday’s The English Roman Life 

(1582) and Gregory Martin’s Roma Sancta (1581) present arguments on devotions in the 

catacombs from a Protestant and a Catholic point of view, respectively.125 Demonstrating 

his loyalty to Queen Elizabeth and the Church of England, Munday criticized the claims 

about relics and miracles associated with the Roman catacombs. Martin, an English 

Catholic in the Jesuit English College in Rome, defended the cult of relics, arguing that 

the Protestant heretics who refused to honor the martyrs lacked faith. Munday’s and 

Martin’s opposed descriptions of the catacombs represent the place of these early 

Christian sites in Protestant and Catholic debates concerning the cult of martyrs, relics, 

and images.  

The English Protestant Anthony Munday presented a unique description of 

sixteenth-century devotional practices and pilgrimages in the Roman catacombs. In The 

English Roman Life, Munday wrote a biting critique of the Jesuit’s English College in 

Rome, where he stayed during his visit to the city in the spring of 1579.126  By staying 

with the Jesuits, Munday opened himself up to suspicion of Catholic sympathies and 

disloyalty both to England and to the Queen.127 But Munday’s anti-Catholic polemics in 

                                                
125 Munday, The English Roman Life; Martin, Roma Sancta. 
126 Munday, The English Roman Life, xiv-xvii. In the introduction, Ayres noted that Munday arrived in 
Rome on 1 February 1579 and had returned to London by 23 July 1579. Thomas Nowell was Munday’s 
companion during his trip to Rome and his connection at the English College. Nowell stayed at the English 
College until 1583 when he was dismissed and returned to England where he served as a spy against 
Catholics. Although Munday’s writings present a Protestant viewpoint, his travels were facilitated by the 
help of Catholic friends who he betrayed in his writing.  
127 Donna B. Hamilton, Anthony Munday and the Catholics, 1560-1633 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2005); 
Melanie Ord, “Representing Rome and the Self in Anthony Munday’s The English Roman Life,” in Travels 
and Translations in the Sixteenth Century: Selected Papers from the Second International Conference of 
the Tudor Symposium (2000), Studies in European Cultural Transition 20, ed. Michael Pincombe 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004), 45-60. 
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The English Roman Life confirm his Protestant convictions and his loyalty to the English 

crown.128 Asserting his allegiance to England, Munday warns his reader that aspects of 

his account of English Catholics living in Rome might “irritate the mind of any good 

subject.”129 Following Munday’s address to the reader, the printer included a woodcut 

depicting the martyrdom of Richard Atkins (Fig. 42),130 an Englishman who visited 

Rome in 1581 and committed acts of iconoclasm that resulted in his execution on the 

order of Pope Gregory XIII.131 The woodcut includes four scenes depicting Atkins’s 

rebellion against the Roman Church and his martyrdom; the scenes portray the Roman 

Church as the idolatrous and cruel persecutor of loyal Protestant Englishmen. The 

consistency between the woodcut’s narrative scenes and John Foxe’s account of Atkins’s 

martyrdom in The Acts and Monuments positioned Munday’s The English Roman Life 

within a broader genre of anti-Catholic polemical texts.132 The image may have implied 
                                                
128 Hamilton, Anthony Munday and the Catholics, 47. 
129 Munday, The English Roman Life, 3.  
130 Ibid., 105. Ayres’s edition of Munday’s The English Roman Life places the woodcut after the final page 
of the treatise, which weakens the polemical impact of the image and its relationship to the treatise. See 
Hamilton, Anthony Munday and the Catholics, 47, 69 n. 58. 
131 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of Matters Most Speciall and Memorable, Happening in the Church, 
with an Universal Historie of the Same (London: John Daye, 1583), 2174-2175. 
132 Ibid., The scenes follow the account of Atkin’s life and martyrdom in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. The first 
scene depicts Atkins taking the Eucharist Host from a priest in procession and throwing it to the ground. 
Foxe recordes that “one day going in the streete, he met a priest carying the sacrament, whiche offending 
hys conscience, to see the people so crouche and bow downe to it.” Then, Atkins is shown at an altar in St. 
Peter’s throwing down the Chalice with the Eucharist wine. Foxe describes this event in the following 
terms, “few dayes after, hee came to S. Peters Churche, where diuers gentlemen, and other were hearing 
Masse, and the Priest at the eleuation: he vsing no reuerence, stepped among the people to the aultar, & 
threw downe the Chalice with the wine.” The last two scenes show Atkins’s execution. In the third scene, 
Atkins rides a donkey to his execution while his persecutors poke him with flaming torches. Foxe describes 
this moment and the martyr’s strength in detail: “he was set vp!n an Asse, without any saddle, he being 
from the middle vpward naked, hauing some englishe priestes with him to talke with him, but he regarded 
them not, but spake to the people in so good a language as he could, and told them they were in a wrong 
way, and therfore willed them for Christes sake, to haue regard to the sauing of theyr soules. All the way as 
he went, there were foure did nothing els but thrust at his body with burning Torches, whereat he neuer 
moued, nor shronke one iote, but with a cherefull countenaunce, laboured to perswade the people often 
bending his body to meet the torches, as they were thrust at him, and woulde take them in hys owne hand, 
and hold them burning still vppon his body, whereat the people not a little wondered. Thus he continued 
almost the space of halfe a mile, till he came before S. Peters, where the place of execution was.” The final 
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that Munday’s text served as a subversive yet prudent means of censoring the Roman 

Church rather than publically protesting and risking execution.133 Munday’s satirical 

accounts of the English Catholics’ devotional practices, and particularly their pilgrimages 

to the Roman catacombs, advanced the author’s polemical and self-defensive agenda.  

In The English Roman Life, Munday describes his visits to the catacombs of St. 

Pancras and the newly discovered catacombs on Via Salaria, which he refers to as the 

catacombs of St. Priscilla. Though he recounts the miracles associated with these sites,134 

Munday rejects the cult of relics and martyrs as forms of superstition and idolatry: 
 
Among a number of their inventions, to uphold and maintaining [the 
Romans’] wicked dealings, they have certain vaults underneath the ground 
wherein, they say, how in the time that the persecuting emperors lived in 
Rome, the Christians were glad to hide themselves; and there they lived 
many years, having no food or nourishment to maintain them, but only 
that they were fed by angels…This our Englishmen hath told to me and 
others, at divers times: yea, and when they have seen me to offer doubts of 
those matters, they have been ready to swear it to be certain and true.135 

Munday’s description of the catacombs as “inventions” used to “maintain [the Romans’] 

wicked dealings” has a clearly disapproving and mocking tone. But his account does not 
                                                
scene portrays Atkins tied to a stake while his legs are being burned burning while a priest presented him 
with the sign of the cross and asked him to embrace it, which he resisted. Foxe described the cruel tortures 
of this method of execution and Atkins’s endurance in the face of pain and temptation: “When he was come 
to the place of execution, there they had made a deuise, not to make the fire about him, but to burne his 
legges first, whiche they did: he not dismaying any whit, but suffered all meruaylous cherefully, whiche 
moued the people to such a quandary as was not in Rome many a day. Then they offered him a crosse and 
willed him to embrace it in token that hee dyed a christian, but he put it away with hys hand, telling them, 
that they were euill men to trouble him with suche paltry, when he was preparing himselfe to God, whome 
he beheld in maiestie, and mercy, ready to receaue him into the eternall rest. They seeing him in this minde, 
departed saying, let vs goe, and leaue him to the deuill, whome hee serues. Thus ended this faythfull 
souldiour, and Martyr of Christe, who is no doubt, in glory with hys mayster, whereunto God graunt vs all 
to come, Amen.” The consistency between the woodcut’s narrative scenes and Foxe’s account of Atkins’s 
rebellion against the Roman Church and his execution places Munday’s The English Roman Life within a 
broader genre of anti-Catholic polemical texts, such as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.  
133 Hamilton, Anthony Munday and the Catholics, 47 
134 Munday, The English Roman Life, 60-69. See Robert W. Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the 
Roman Catacombs,” 1450-1900,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 46 (1983): 144-154; 
Giordani, “La scoperta della catacomba,” 303-310. 
135 Munday, The English Roman Life, 60-61.  
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seem to be false, for the priests’ claims about the catacombs as he reports them are 

consistent with Catholic accounts, such as Baronio’s description of these underground 

cemeteries as “hidden cities.”  

 In his description of the catacombs of St. Pancras, Munday observes that the 

priests benefited financially from pilgrims. Because this was one of the four catacomb 

sites that had remained opened to pilgrims before 1578, the friars at St. Pancras had a 

well-established system for receiving visitors.136 Munday reports that to enter the 

catacombs he purchased “a wax light…and for those lights, the friars that keep the church 

must have money, which we put into a basin, that standeth at the going down into the 

vault.”137  

Munday’s account focuses on how the priests at the catacombs of St. Pancras 

eagerly identified all of the tombs and bones found in the cemetery as relics; he suspected 

that they had tricked credulous pilgrims by placing bones there:  
 

At a church there called St. Pancratia there is a vault, whereinto I have 
gone with the Jesuits of the English College and the students; and there 
they have showed me in divers places made on either side of the vault as 
we go, that there lay such a saint, and there lay such another, but they were 
all saints…they look on the ground under their feet as they go; and if they 
chance to find a bone (as some sure are thrown in of purpose, to deceive 
the people) whether it be of a dog, a hog, a sheep, or any beast they can 
tell presently what saint’s bone it was, either St. Francis, St. Anthony, St. 
Blaise, or some other saint that pleaseth them to name. Then must nobody 
touch it,138 without he be a priest, and it must be brought home for an 

                                                
136 Orshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 9; Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the 
Roman Catacombs,” 146.  
137 Munday, The English Roman Life, 61. 
138 Munday’s report that pilgrims were forbidden to touch relics found in the cemetery is false. The 
contemporary Italian guidebook for pilgrims, which included papal legislation related to the site, stated that 
visitors could “see and touch relics,” but they were “not to take them away without the permission of the 
Pope.” Rossi, Roma sotterranea cristiana, vol. 1, 9; Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the Roman 
Catacombs,” 146. 
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especial relic: and thus (saving your reverence) increaseth the genealogy 
of the holy relics in Rome.139 

Although Munday’s satire exaggerates the situation, his report about the vast quantity of 

tombs that the priests claimed were the graves of martyrs is comparable to Catholic 

descriptions; for example, the anonymous description of 1578 claims that over two 

thousand tombs, many of which belonged to saints and martyrs, had been found in the 

catacombs on Via Salaria.140 Munday’s assertion that the catacombs were vital sources 

for increasing “the genealogy of holy relics in Rome” was accurate.141 In fact, so many 

relics had been exhumed from this cemetery in the early sixteenth century that the papacy 

had forbidden the removal of bones from the site. In Roma sotterranea, Antonio Bosio 

describes the catacombs of St. Pancras as being virtually in ruins when he visited them in 

the early seventeenth century.142  

Munday’s description of his visit to the catacomb of St. Pancras prefaces his 

retelling of a miracle that a priest from the English College claimed had occurred at the 

site. The story concerned a Franciscan friar from the monastery of S. Pancrazio who 

received a vision from St. Francis telling the friar that he was “no longer a mortal man, 

but a saint.” St. Francis instructed the friar to “go to the vault under the church of St. 

Pancras,” and “give the bones and relics of holy and blessed saints [to worshipers], which 

they in their churches shall adore with great reverence.”143 Munday describes a 

magnificent throne that appeared for the friar to sit upon in the catacombs, which was 

supported by angels and floated above the ground, surrounded by clouds, stars, and a 
                                                
139 Munday, The English Roman Life, 61.  
140 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae,” 210-211. See note 83 on page 108 above.  
141 On the catacombs as a source for the medieval relic trade, see Geary, Furta Sacra. On the early modern 
relic trade and its connection to the development of Christian archeology, see Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del 
corpo santo,” 94-121.  
142 Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the Roman Catacombs,” 146; Rossi, Roma sotterranea 
cristiana, vol. 1, 9; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 142.  
143 Munday, The English Roman Life, 62.  
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rainbow overhead.144 After retelling this lively account of the friar’s miraculous vision of 

St. Francis and the friar’s pious task of delivering relics to worshipers in the catacombs, 

Munday asserts that the Jesuit priest’s story was “one of the most notablest lies that ever I 

heard in all my life.”145 For Munday, this story served as an outlandish example of the 

lies propagated by the Roman Catholic Church to promote the cult of relics and saints. 

Munday explicitly warns his readers of the dangers of honoring saints and relics:  
 

O my dear countrymen, think how God hath given over these men, that 
repose credit in such abominable untruths, whereby he is robbed of his 
glory, and the worship which we ought of duty to give to him in bestowed 
on a rabble of rascal relics, a dunghill of most irksome and noisome smell, 
and they themselves become spectacles to the world, following the Whore 
of Rome as her puddle of accursed filthiness.146  

This mocking criticism of the Roman cult of relics and saints shaped both Munday’s 

description of the catacombs of St. Pancras and the miracle that the Jesuit had supposedly 

told him occurred at this site. However, Munday’s description of the catacombs as sites 

that inspired miraculous visions and devotion to the cult of relics is similar to 

contemporary accounts by Catholic authors, such as Gallonio’s description of St. Filippo 

Neri receiving the Holy Spirit in the catacombs.147 Munday’s assertion that the catacombs 

were places that perpetuated lies and false worships countered reports by sixteenth-

century Catholics about the benefits of spiritual exercises in the catacombs.  

In The English Roman Life, Munday describes his visit to the newly discovered 

catacombs on Via Salaria, which he refers to as “St. Priscilla’s Grot.”148 Again, 

Munday’s report about his pilgrimage introduces a story that he had been told about a 

                                                
144 Ibid., 62-63.  
145 Ibid., 63.  
146 Ibid., 63-64.  
147 For Gallonio’s account of Neri’s miraculous pentecost in the catacombs of St. Sebastian, see pages 92-
93 above.  
148 Ibid., 64.  
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miracle, in which the Virgin Mary appeared to a man who was lost in the catacombs.149 

Munday describes the disorienting and dangerous experience of navigating these dark 

underground burial chambers:  
 
One of the priests, two of the scholars, and I, took with us a line, and two 
or three great lights, and so we went to this aforesaid vault; we going 
along in farther and farther…proceeding on forward we came to an old 
thing like an altar, whereon, in old and ancient painting (which was then 
almost clean worn out) was Christ upon the cross, and Our Lady and St. 
John by him; there, the priest said St. Peter, St. Paul, and many other 
saints, had said mass to the Christians that hid themselves there.150 

Munday’s description of an altar with an ancient painting of Christ upon the cross is 

similar to the anonymous Catholic author’s description of the catacombs on Via Salaria, 

which stated that there was “a chapel with a small altar…there you see the same image of 

the blessed crucifix painted with the representation of two saints on one side, but on the 

other [the image of] a single matron, thought to be St. Priscilla.”151 Although both authors 

discussed seeing an image of the crucifixion in the catacombs, a scene matching this 

description has not been found at this site.152 Munday’s report that a priest in his party 

claimed that “St. Peter, St. Paul, and many other saints had said mass to the Christians 

that hid themselves there” is also comparable to Panvinio’s description of how St. Peter 

performed baptisms in a cemetery on Via Salaria.153 Although the anti-Catholic polemics 

                                                
149 Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the Roman Catacombs,” 146-147.  
150 Munday, The English Roman Life, 68-69.  
151 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211. See Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the 
Roman Catacombs,” 147. For my discussion of this document and a transcription of the original text, see 
page 108-109 above.  
152 Gaston, “British Travelers and Scholars in the Roman Catacombs,” 147. As noted early, an image of the 
crucifixion has not been found in the Via Salaria catacombs, but Munday may have seen an image of the 
crucifixion from the catacombs of St. Valentino on Via Flaminia, which was open to visitors before 1578 
(Fig. 28).  
153 Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi, 18. Panvinio cites chapter three from the Acts of Pope Liberius as the 
early Christian source for this tradition. See page 102 above. Alfonso Chacón’s also cites the Acts of Pope 
Liberius in his notes accompanying his collection of drawings copying the frescoes found in the catacombs 
on Via Salaria. See pages 152-153 in Chapter Four below.  
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in Munday’s text reveal his bias, his description of the catacombs on Via Salaria 

corresponds in many ways to Catholic reports. 

Munday’s reference to the ancient painting in the catacombs and particularly his 

identification of an image of the Virgin Mary provided an appropriate introduction to a 

story he told about a miracle in which the Madonna appeared to a pilgrim before this altar 

and its painting. When his lamp went out, the pilgrim did not know how to get out of the 

catacombs. In despair, he prayed to the Madonna in front of this painting. The Virgin 

appeared to him with angels holding lamps that illuminated the space.  This pilgrim 

discussed many religious matters with the Virgin and stayed with the angels in the 

catacombs for ten days. Munday concludes his story by describing how the pilgrim was 

canonized as a result of his miraculous vision: “at the end whereof he came forth and 

went and told the Pope what he had seen, for which, when he died, he was canonized a 

saint, and in this order arise many of our Romish saints.”154 Munday uses the story of this 

miracle to mock the qualifications for sainthood in Rome. In the margins of the text 

describing this miracle, Munday gives the passage the following title: “A strange and rare 

miracle, too strange to be true.”155 Munday’s biting criticism of devotional practices 

honoring Rome’s saints and relics in the catacombs reflects the type of arguments that 

sixteenth-century Roman Catholics aimed to counter through their scholarship on 

catacombs. 

Gregory Martin, an English Catholic priest and scholar, wrote with sympathy 

about devotional practices in the Roman catacombs in his Roma Sancta (1581). Martin 

addresses many of the traditions and popular devotions that Munday tried to discredit in 

                                                
154 Munday, The English Roman Life, 69.  
155 Ibid.  
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The English Roman Life. 156 Living as an exile in Rome on account of the religious policy 

of Queen Elizabeth, Martin stayed at the Jesuits’ English College from the end of 1576 to 

July 1578. In Roma Sancta, He describes Rome’s sacred sites, the devotional practices, 

and pious charitable acts that he witnessed during this time in Roma Sancta.157 Like 

Munday’s account, Martin’s description of these sites also focuses on devotion to Rome’s 

many relics. He asserts that thousands of relics lay beneath Rome’s ancient churches and 

their altars: 
 

If you enter into the vaultes under ground soe full of Saintes bodies, that 
within one Church (of S. Potentiana) there are the bones of three thousand 
Martyrs, over and byside those famous vaultes under the Churches of SS. 
Laurence, Sebastian, and Pancratius: if you might but pray in any ancient 
Church through out al Rome, where you shal have under this aultar so 
many Saintes buried…Al these thinges must needes move and pearse the 

                                                
156 Martin, Roma Sancta (1581), xi-xxxii. Martin is most well known for his translation of the Bible for 
English Catholics. His contribution to the translation of the New Testament was published at Rheims in 
1582. The Old Testament and Apocrypha, which was largely translated by Martin, was published in Douai 
in 1609–1610: Gregory Martin, William Allen, Richard Bristow, and Jean de Foigny, The Nevv Testament 
of Iesus Christ (Reims: John Fogny, 1582); Gregory Martin, The Holie Bible Faithfully Translated into 
English… (Douai: Laurence Kellam, 1609-1610). Although Martin addresses many of the topics and 
arguments raised by Munday in The English Roman Life, he would not have been aware of Munday’s 
treatise at the time he was writing Roma Sancta because Munday’s treatise was not published until 1582. 
However, both Martin and Munday stayed at the English College in Rome under Cardinal William Allen’s 
leadership and were well acquainted with the polemical issues that concerned the English College. While 
Martin did not have the opportunity to read or respond to Munday’s attacks on the English College, 
Munday’s work did have a considerable impact on English Catholics. William Allen responded to critiques 
in The English Roman Life as well as Munday’s other books and pamphlets published in 1582. William 
Allen, A Briefe Historie of the Glorious Martyrdom of XII Reverend Priests (Rheims: J. Foigny, 1582). See 
Hamilton, Anthony Munday and the Catholics, 51-52.    
157 The treatise includes two books. The first concerns devotional practices and includes descriptions of 
Rome’s principle churches, relics, and the spiritual exercises practiced at these sites. This first book 
contains Martin’s description of devotional practices in the Roman catacombs and will be the focus of my 
discussion of the text. The second book is about Roman charity; it has detailed accounts of the clerical 
education and activities of the seminaries and Jesuit colleges in Rome. For recent scholarship on Martin’s 
Roma Sancta, see Lino Pertile, “Montaigne, Gregory Martin and Rome,” Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et 
Renaissance 50, no. 3 (1988): 637-659; Nadja Horsch, “Gregory Martins Roma sancta (1581): eine 
exemplarische Quelle zur Rezeption der christlichen Spätantike im posttridentinischen Rom,” in Welche 
Anticke? konkurrierende Rezeptionen des Altertums im Barock, ed. Ulrich Heinen and Elisabeth Klecker 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011), vol. 1, 491-506. 
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hart of every wel disposed person, that is to say of al such as are not 
profane Atheists or Eunonian and Vigilantian Heretikes.158 

Martin’s description affirms the antiquity and sanctity of Rome’s relics. The thousands of 

holy bodies found in the catacombs were the source of the emotive power of these sites. 

Martin portrays the catacombs and their relics as instruments of emotional and spiritual 

change; they would “move and pearse the hart of every wel disposed person.” 

Conversely, people who considered the relics to be false, like Munday, were labeled 

atheists or heretics. In his reference to “Eunonian and Vigilantian Heretikes,” Martin 

suggests that the Protestants were like these early Christian heresies. Eunomianism was 

an extreme phase of Arianism in the fourth century that early Christian apologists such as 

St. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 385/386) and St. Basil of Caesarea (c. 329–379) had refuted.159 

Like numerous Protestant theologians, Vigilantius had challenged the tradition of 

venerating saints and relics in the early fifth century; in opposition, St. Jerome’s treatise 

Contra Vigilantium (Against Vigiliantius, c. 406) defends these practices.160  

Martin discusses the 1578 catacomb discovery, noting the importance of the 

altars, antiquities, and images found in the catacombs as evidence that the early 

Christians worshiped there during times of persecution. Although Martin gives a slightly 

incorrect date for the discovery of the site, his description of the catacombs is consistent 

with other contemporary reports:  

                                                
158 Martin, Roma Sancta, 43-44. 
159 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Eunomius: The Extant Works, Oxford Early Christian Texts, trans. Richard Paul 
Vaggione (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); St. Gregory of Nyssa, Agaisnt Eunomius, in Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, vol. 5, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995); St. Basil of Caesarea, Against Eunomius, Fathers of the Church 122, trans. 
Mark Del Cogliano and Andrew Radde-Gallwitz (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2011). 
160 St. Jerome, Against Vigilantius, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, vol. 6, trans. W. H. 
Fremantle, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1893). See 
William Stephen Gilly, Vigilantius and his Times (London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 1844). 
Vigilantius’s treatise is no long extant and his position on the cult of saints and relics is primarily known 
through St. Jerome’s Against Vigilantius. 
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The greatest Vault of al, was found of late an. 1579: ful of dead bodies, 
with their monuments and superscriptions both Greke and Latin, almost a 
mile without the gate Pinciana, esteemed to be Coemiterium Priscillae. 
there are altars, and the images of Christ and his Apostles, evident tokens 
of antiquitie, when the Christians in time of persecution assembled into 
these vaults or Cryptes to divine service, and to burie their dead.161 

Martin’s report about the objects found in the catacombs supports his interpretation of the 

site as a devotional space. He argues that the liturgical furnishings and sacred images 

found in the catacombs are “evident tokens of antiquitie”; these devotional objects 

confirm that the persecuted Christians had “assembled into these vaults or Crypts to 

divine service.” Like other reports by sixteenth-century Romans about the 1578 catacomb 

discovery, Martin portrays the catacombs as clandestine chapels for the early Church.162 

The relics, altars, and sacred images found in the catacombs reinforced this interpretation. 

Although his analysis of the catacombs is limited, Martin cites archeological evidence in 

Roma Sancta to defend his argument, demonstrating the use of Christian archeology to 

inform Catholic polemics in the late sixteenth century. 

Martin’s description of the Roman catacombs introduces his defense of the cult of 

relics. Following his discussion of the many relics found in Rome’s ancient catacombs 

and churches, Martin addresses doubts that had been raised by Protestants about the  

authenticity of Rome’s relics. He argues that the history of persecutions in Rome gave the 

city many relics: 
 
If any man thinke that I speak to liberally concerning the number of so 
manie Relikes in one Citie, Let that man aske any Romane pilgrime that 
hath been there of devotion but a little time. And especially let him 
consider that Rome for three hundred yeares after Christ, during the time of 
the ten cruel persecutions under the heathen Emperours…In which space 

                                                
161 Ibid., 44. Martin’s reference to the “gate Pinciana” is another name for the Porta Salaria.  
162 See pages 110-111 and 113-114 above.  
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how manie bodies (thincke you) were secretely buried and reserved? How 
manie places embrewed with their bloud?163 

According to Martin, the “ten cruel persecutions” of the Roman Emperors lent support to 

the authenticity of the great number of martyrs’ relics in Rome; Martin’s argument 

challenges criticisms made by Protestants like Munday who had mocked the Roman 

Church’s use of the catacombs as treasuries of relics.164 Building upon his point about the 

Emperors great persecutions in Rome, Martin continues his defense of the cult of relics 

by referring to early Christian authors who describe their devotions to relics:  
 

Secondly if the faithlesse haeresie of our unhapie time hath abused thee, to 
doubt whether they be the verie true Relikes that they are reported to be, to 
witte S. Peters bodie, S. Paules Cheyne, and so forth: aske thy self how 
thou mayest knowe it better then by auncient recorde of S. Gregorie and 
other Ecclesiastical authors most worthie of credite, and by the continual 
practise of al good Christians which have visited them so manie hundred 
yeares with dewe reverence and Devotion for most certen and assured 
Relikes.165 

Martin’s statement, “aske thy self how though mayest know it better than by auncient 

recorde,” exemplifies the authority that post-Tridentine scholars attributed to early 

Christian texts; these ancient records, he argues, affirm the authenticity of relics and the 

benefits of venerating these holy bodies. According to Martin, doubts about the 

authenticity of relics were not based on a lack of evidence; rather, the Protestant 

“heretics” lacked faith.  

 Martin also drew upon the authority of early Christian texts to verify the miracles 

that had resulted from devotions to the cult of relics. Again, he asserts that a lack of faith 

is the primary cause for doubts about miracles that had been confirmed by authoritative 

authors:  

                                                
163 Ibid. 
164 Munday, The English Roman Life, 61.  
165 Martin, Roma Sancta, 45. 
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Thirdly if miracles only trouble thee, and thou wilt in no case beleve, 
examine thy self wel, and thou shalt find that it is only lacke of fayth. 
Gentle Reader and deere countrie man, true thinges there are to be 
considered for the Credite of miracles: one, the authoritie of the author 
that reporteth and writeth them: the other, the qualitie and nature of the 
thing it self which is reported, whether it be probable, possible, and so 
forth…and thou shalt finde that in the thinges told in scripture and the 
thinges reported by other Ecclesiastical writers there is no difference either 
for possibilitie, or impossibilitie.166  

Although the stories of miracles concerning devotion to Rome’s relics are extraordinary, 

Martin argues that the accounts by credible Ecclesiastical authors provide a means of 

evaluating their validity. Martin’s assertion that there are “true thinges…to be considered 

for the Credit of miracles” refuted Protestant authors, such as Munday, who had 

discredited stories about miracles associated with the cult of relics because they were 

“too strange to be true.”167 Martin’s defense of relics and miracles exemplifies the 

Catholic historiographical principle;168 by recommending ancient records by 

ecclesiastical authors as confirmation of the authenticity of relics and miracles, Martin 

promoted scholarship on the early Christian past to verify contested cults and strengthen 

the faith of doubters.  

 The treatises by Munday and Martin demonstrate the contradictory claims about 

the catacombs made by Protestant and Catholic polemicists, respectively. The debates 

concerning the legitimacy of the cult of martyrs, relics, and images were central to the 

development of Christian archeology. Following the 1578 catacomb discovery, scholars 

and antiquarians began to use the early Christian images in the catacombs as 

authenticating sources in the defense of Catholic tradition. As Baronio’s account of the 

1578 discovery had asserted, the painted catacombs enabled Rome to see with her own 
                                                
166 Ibid., 46.  
167 Munday, The English Roman Life, 69.  
168 On the Catholic historiographic principle, see pages 69-70 in Chapter Two above.  
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eyes what she had “read by St. Jerome and Prudentius.”169 The early Christian art 

discovered in the catacombs served as visual evidence that confirmed the accounts of 

early Christian authors. I argue that these images and archeological sources, thus, had an 

influence on post-Tridentine polemics that was comparable to the early Christian texts 

they supported.  

In addition to defending the early Christian origins of Catholic tradition, 

scholarship on the early Christian past guided Tridentine reform movements, which 

sought to revive early Christian traditions.170 The recommendations of early Christian 

sources as models for reform inspired creative adaptations of the early Christian past.171 

The reform of sacred art particularly allowed for imaginative recreations of Rome’s early 

Christian past.  

Early Christian texts — such as the writings by St. Jerome and Prudentius — as 

well as the sixteenth-century spiritual exercises in the catacombs that had been 

popularized by Filippo Neri had conditioned early modern Catholics to interpret the 

catacombs as emotive early Christian worship spaces that evoked terror, grief, and 

reverence from devout viewers. Early modern interpretations of the sacred images found 

in the catacombs as emotive scenes of persecution and suffering derived from 

assumptions about the early Church’s use of catacombs. Catholic reformers used the 

catacomb paintings as authoritative models of edifying early Christian iconography.172 

more importantly, early modern Catholic reformers promoted the supernatural power of 

                                                
169 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II, annus 130, 103. See page 113-114 above.   
170 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 35. On the use of the early Christian past as a model for post-
Tridentine liturgical reforms and the reform of sacred art, see pages 69-75 in Chapter Two above.  
171 On recommendation of early Christian sources as models for the reform of sacred art, see pages 75-85 
in Chapter Two above.  
172 On the study of Christian iconography in the catacombs as models for post-Tridentine artists and 
patrons, see pages 161-168 in Chapter Four below.  
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the catacombs as emotive places: seeing the catacombs stimulated emotional, spiritual, 

and even miraculous physical changes in pious devotees.173   

As authenticating sources that supported Catholic polemics and inspired reform 

movements, the early Christian images found in the catacombs received unprecedented 

scholarly attention from Catholic antiquarians, historians, and reformers in the last two 

decades of the sixteenth century. The first collections of drawings copying and 

interpreting the early Christian frescoes discovered in the catacombs — created by 

Alfonso Chacón and Philips van Winghe in the 1590s — reflect changes in the collection, 

study, and imitation of antiquities in post-Tridentine Rome.  

 

                                                
173 For examples of the emotive effects that the catacombs had on early modern Catholics, see pages 90-95 
and 107-119 above.  
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Chapter 4:!
Collecting the Catacombs:  

Christian Antiquities as Historical Authority  
 

The Counter-Reformation embrace of Early Christian art necessitated a dramatic 

shift in Renaissance art theory and historical methods. Artists and patrons had admired 

and collected classical antiquities since the early fifteenth century on account of their 

formal qualities;1 however, as we have already seen from the writings of Carlo Borromeo 

and Gabriele Paleotti, Tridentine polemics and reform movements motivated some 

ecclesiastical collectors, scholars, and artists to privilege Christian antiquities over their 

pagan counterparts.2 In contrast to classical antiquities that had been exemplars of ideal 

beauty and the artistic prowess of the ancients, post-Tridentine collectors studied early 

Christian antiquities as evidence that reflected the devotions and beliefs of the early 

Church. This change in the uses of antiquities — from the study of classical pagan 

antiquities as artistic models in the High Renaissance to the study of Christian antiquities 

as polemical evidence of the early Christian past in post-Tridentine Rome — contributed 

to the development of modern archeological and historical methods.  

In discussing Christian antiquities, post-Tridentine scholars and reformers often 

avoided the issue of style and quality altogether, or else they developed theories to justify 

the style of early Christian art, which seemed crude and unsophisticated by Renaissance 

standards. Cesare Baronio, who enthusiastically advocated the exploration of the 

catacombs and scholarship of Christian antiquities,3 acknowledged the problematic issue 

                                                
1 For an example of recent scholarship on the collection and interpretation of classical antiquities in 
Renaissance Rome, see Kathleen Wren Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities Collections in 
Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010). 
2 On Counter-Reformation polemics and Tridentine reform movements that promoted the study and revival 
of the early Christian past, see Chapter Two above.  
3 See pages 112-119 in Chapter Three above and pages 250-259 in Chapter Six below.  
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of style in his discussion of the Arch of Constantine (c. 315) (Figs. 43–45) in the third 

volume of his Annales Ecclesiastici (1592). The topic had also been raised by Giorgio 

Vasari in his analysis of the artistic decline of early Christian and medieval Rome, which 

formed part of Le Vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (The Lives of the 

Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, 1568).4 In the Annales, Baronio notes 

the stylistic differences between the exceptional classical sculptures on the Arch of 

Constantine, which had been taken from monuments built under Emperor Marcus 

Aurelius (121–180), and the early fourth-century reliefs created for Emperor Constantine 

(272–337).5 Baronio describes the sculptures borrowed from earlier monuments as 

extraordinary and expertly made, while he considers the works created during the time of 

Constantine crude and lacking in refinement.6 He explained the differences in style by 

arguing that the skilled Christian artists had been killed during the great persecutions of 

the late third and early fourth centuries under Emperor Diocletian (245-316).7 This 
                                                
4 Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence: Giunti, 1568); See 
Philipp P. Fehl, “Vasari and the Arch of Contantine,” in Giorgio Vasari tra decorazione ambientale e 
storiografia artistica, Instituto Nazionale di Studi sul Rinascimento 15, ed. Gian Carlo Garfagnini 
(Florence: Olschki, 1985), 27-44. 
5 Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus III (Rome: 1592; reprint Mainz: Sumptibus Ioannis 
Gymnici, & Antonii Hierati, 1601), anno 312, 108-109: “Rursum verò ad nobile illud victoriae Constantini 
trophaeum postliminio revocetur oratio: sunt enim complura de eo elucidanda, quae haud invitum 
antiquariae rei cupidum poterunt detinere lectorem. Quod igitur ad ipsum triumphalem arcum spectat: 
praeter illa quae de eo nuper dicta sunt, illud in eo propensiùs considerandum est, mirificum quoddam & 
incredibile erga Constantinum Senatus studium declaratum esse, dum ad opus extruendum minimè 
detrectaverit illorum Imperatorum memorias demoliri, quos omnium carissimos habuisset; indeque egregiè 
diversis formis excultos lapides sublatos, ad Constantini triumphalem fornicem extruendum conferre: ex 
monumentis scilicet victoriarum Marci Aurelii ablata nobilia sculpturae opera, diversis in locis Constantini 
arcui intexta fuisse: quod non modò rerum antiquarum perito, sed cuique etiam rudi erit facile iudicare, 
dum conspicit diversae sculpturae opus esse compactum, alterius quidem egregiae & perinsignis affabrè 
factae, alterius verò longè disparis, crassioris Minervae, rudis & impolitae, antiquiora illa; haec autem eius 
temporis, quo (ut superiùs nos dixisse meminimus) ob ingentem persecutionem, quâ Christiani omnes 
insigniores eius artis opifices sublati essent, ars statuaria collapsa penitus videbatur.” 
6 Ibid., 109: “alterius quidem egregiae & perinsignis affabrè factae, alterius verò longè disparis, crassioris 
Minervae, rudis & impolitae, antiquiora illa.” See the passage above for context. Francis Haskell, History 
and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past (New Haven: Yale University Press 1993), 122. 
7 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus III, annus 312, 109: “haec autem eius temporis, quo (ut superiùs 
nos dixisse meminimus) ob ingentem persecutionem, quâ Christiani omnes insigniores eius artis opifices 
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argument, however, relied upon the assumption that Constantine would not have 

commissioned pagan artists.  

Conversely, Renaissance art theorists, such as Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378–1455), 

Leon Battista Alberti (1407–1472) and Giorgio Vasari (1511–1574), had blamed the 

Church for the destruction of pagan antiquities and the decline of the classical style.8 In I 

commentarii (The Commentaries), Ghiberti argues that Emperor Constantine (c. 272–

337) and his contemporary Pope Sylvester (314–335) had “destroyed all pagan statues 

and paintings – works of such nobility and such ancient and perfect dignity.”9 In the 

Preface to the Lives (1568), Vasari identified Christian iconoclasm as the primary factor 

for the destruction of the artistic legacy of ancient Rome.  
 
The most harmful and damaging to those professions, even more so than 
the things noted earlier, was the fervent zeal of the new Christian religion, 
which, after a long and bloody struggle, had finally overthrown and 
annihilated the ancient religion of the pagans…Then, with the greatest 
fervor and diligence, it applied itself to removing and eradicating on every 
side the slightest thing from which sin might arise; and not only did it ruin 
or cast to the ground all the marvelous statues, sculptures, paintings, 
mosaics, and ornaments of the false pagan gods, but it also did away with 
the memorials and testimonials to an infinite number of illustrious people 
in whose honor statues and other memorials had been constructed in 
public places by the genius of antiquity.10  

Vasari’s lamentation for the loss of “the genius of antiquity” and his views on the 

repercussions of the Church’s war on idolatry present a stark contrast to the celebration of 
                                                
sublati essent, ars statuaria collapsa penitus videbatur.” See Haskell, History and Its Images, 122; Irina 
Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs: Early Christian Art and Macarius’s Hagioglypta,” in 
Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, Simon 
Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 256.  
8 For a succinct and thoughtful survey of Renaissance theories explaining the decline of the arts in 
medieval Europe, see Haskell, History and Its Images, 112-121.  
9 Lorenzo Ghiberti, Denkwürdigkeiten (I commentarii), ed. Julius von Schlosser (Berlin: Verlag von Julius 
Bard, 1912), vol. 1, 35; cited and quoted in Haskell, History and Its Images, 115.   
10 Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Artists, trans. Julia Conaway Bondanella and Peter Bondanella (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), 5. On Vasari’s theories concerning the problem of decline in the arts, see 
Haskell, History and Its Images, 120-121.  
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the papacy’s role as the destroyers of idols in Tommaso Laureti’s ceiling fresco of The 

Triumph of Christianity (1585) in the Sala di Constantino of the Vatican Palace (Fig. 

21).11 

Baronio also interprets Constantine’s use of spolia from earlier monuments as 

propaganda, rather than as merely a product of necessity due to the shortage of skilled 

artists.12 His claim about the intentional use of spolia countered Vasari’s argument that 

the reuse of earlier monuments on the Arch of Constantine was an effect of the declining 

quality of the arts in Rome during Constantine’s rule; rather, Baronio argues that it 

demonstrated the Christian Emperor’s triumph over pagan superstition and idolatry.13 By 

reframing the discussion of artistic decline, Baronio and his contemporizes found ways to 

explain the stylistic quality of early Christian art. Post-Tridentine scholars and reformers 

changed the criteria for evaluating Christian antiquities based on the utility of these visual 

sources to support Catholic polemics and reform movements that imaginatively revived 

Rome’s early Christian past.  

My analysis of late sixteenth-century scholarship on early Christian images and 

antiquities challenges scholars that have argued that early modern historians and 

antiquarians did not interpret or critically analyze visuals sources. In “Ancient History 
                                                
11 On Laureti’s ceiling fresco, see pages 53-55 in Chapter Two above.  
12 Baronio’s interpretation of spolia specifically countered Vasari’s argument that the reuse of earlier 
monuments on the Arch of Constantine was an effect of the declining quality of the arts in Rome during 
Constantine’s rule. Haskell, History and Its Images, 122.  
13 Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, Tomus III, annus 312, 109: “Quae ergo habentur ornatus causâ in eodem 
arcu diversis locis aptata, quae praesertim symbola reddunt idololatriae, nihil prorsus noscuntur cum 
Constantino habere commune; cùm caecutientis etiam patere possit aspectui, illa dictorum Imperatorum 
esse memorias, operaque insigniorum artificum. Condonavit hoc Senatui Constantinus, quem nôsset 
mordicus avitam religionem retinere, laudans illorum omnium erga se studium, quod praefetulerant in 
demoliendis illorum trophaeis, quos prae caeteris Imperatoribus coluissent, ut ex illis victoriae suae 
monumentum augustius exornarent: quae nec religiosa posteritas abstulit, cùm ea ad operis ornamentum 
esse viderentur imposita; ex quibus, quantum caeteris laudatissimis Imperatoribus emineret maiestas 
Christiani Imperatoris, facilè appareret; dum & quae illic essent signa superstitionis Gentilitiae posita, 
eandem ipsam subiugatam, velut trophaea victoriae, demonstrarent; quod moris esset, hostes superatos, 
honoris ergô, eiusmodi triumphalibus tabulis insculpi.” See Haskell, History and Its Images, 122. 
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and the Antiquarian,” Arnaldo Momigliano distinguishes the goals of historians and 

antiquarians: “historians produce those facts which serve to illustrate or explain a certain 

situation; antiquaries collect all the items that are connected with a certain subject, 

whether they help to solve a problem or not.”14 He asserts that fifteenth and sixteenth-

century antiquarians were not considered historians: “the notion of the “antiquarius” as a 

lover, collector and student of ancient traditions and remains — though not a historian — 

is one of the most typical concepts of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century humanism.”15 

Furthermore, Momigliano observes that early modern historians did not rise to the 

challenge of analyzing the non-literary sources collected by antiquarians. According to 

Momigliano, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century historians did not consider the 

antiquarians’ sources to be complete or authoritative enough to be the subject of proper 

historical interpretation: 
 

The majority of the Artes Historicae of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries did not treat the work of the antiquaries as historical work.  
Those writers who took it into consideration emphasized that the 
antiquaries were imperfect historians who helped to salvage relics of the 
past too fragmentary to be the subject of proper history.16 

According to Momigliano, neither historians nor antiquarians critically interpreted visual 

sources until the late seventeenth century. He credits the origins of modern 

historiography to the “new importance attributed to non-literary evidence” and “the great 

reform of historical method which took place in the second part of the seventeenth 

century.”17  

                                                
14 Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 13, no. 3/4 (1950): 286. On Momigliano’s distinctions between early modern antiquarianism and 
historical scholarship, see also pages 29-30 in the Introduction and pages 83-84 in Chapter Two above. 
15 Ibid., 290.  
16 Ibid., 292. 
17 Ibid., 294.  
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 Recently, Simon Ditchfield and Ingo Herklotz have reconsidered the distinction 

between early modern antiquarians and historians; their research has shown how 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sacred history and antiquarian collections contributed 

to modern historical methods.18 Ditchfield’s and Herklotz’s scholarship on early modern 

historiography has informed my argument that post-Tridentine artistic reforms motivated 

the collection and interpretation of early Christian images and artifacts discovered in the 

catacombs. Sixteenth-century scholarship about the catacombs sought to “explain” the 

ancient origins of the Roman Catholic cult of images and relics and “illustrate” the 

emotive use of sacred images in early Christian worship. Both, I suggest, satisfy 

Momigliano’s definition of critical historical scholarship.  

Following the discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria in 1578, early 

modern antiquarians continued to research the history and locations of other early 

Christian catacombs. They hoped to rediscover lost cemeteries and find relics and ancient 

images. As part of the scholarship on Rome’s early Christian burial sites in the late 

sixteenth century, Alfonso Chacón (1540–1599) and Philips van Winghe (1560–1592) 

formed the first extensive collections of drawings documenting the early Christian 

frescoes, sarcophagi, and inscriptions found in the catacombs.19 These antiquarians made 
                                                
18 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History in Tridentine Italy: Pietro Maria Campi and the Preservation 
of the Particular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Ingo Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und 
die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts, Römische Forschungen der Bibliotheca Hertziana 28 (Munich: 
Hirmer, 1999); Herklotz, “Arnaldo Momigliano’s ‘Ancient History and the Antiquarian’: A Critical 
Review,” in Momigliano and Antiquarianism: Foundations of the Modern Cultural Sciences, ed. Peter N. 
Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 127-153. 
19 Chacon’s collection of drawings after the catacombs is held in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 
(BAV), Vat. lat. 5409. Federico Borromeo obtained a copy of Chacón’s drawings, which is in the 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan (BAM), F229 inf. A manuscript in the Royal Library Albert I, Brussels 
(RLAB) is the only extant work from Philips van Winghe’s stay in Rome in the scholar’s original hand. 
The Brussels Notebook contains approximately 180 pages and includes van Winghe’s copies of both pagan 
and Christian antiquities: RLAB, inv. no. 17.872-3. Copies of Philips van Winghe’s drawings after the 
same catacomb site are in the Biblioteca Vallicelliana (BVR), Vatican Library (BAV), and Bibliothèque 
Nationale in Paris (BNP): BVR, MS. G.6; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545; BNP, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343; BNP, Fonds 
latin 8957-58. For the attribution of these manuscripts as copies after Philips van Winghe see, Cornelis 
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the only two series of sixteenth-century copies of the early Christian paintings found in 

the 1578 discovery of the catacombs on Via Salaria before the entrance collapsed in 

1592.20  

The collections of drawings of the catacombs formed by Chacón and van Winghe 

addressed theological and intellectual problems concerning the history of the early 

Church in Rome. Chacón’s scholarship about early Christian antiquities defended 

Counter-Reformation polemics; he interpreted early Christian images in the catacombs as 

confirmation of the early Church’s use of these burial sites as devotional spaces, which 

supported the early Christian origins of Catholic tradition. Chacón wrote notes to 

accompany his collection; the notes analyze the iconography of early Christian frescoes 

in the catacombs. Reformers such as Federico Borromeo (1564–1631) recommended 

Chacón’s collection of drawings as iconographic models for contemporary sacred art.21 

Van Winghe was more concerned than Chacón to document accurately his findings in the 

catacombs; his drawings of Christian antiquities informed his humanist scholarship on 

                                                
Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592) en het onstaan van de christelijke archeologie 
(Groningen: Geldermalsen Publications, 1996); Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs by the 
Louvain Antiquarian Philips van Winghe,” in Archives and Excavations: Essays on the History of 
Archaeological Excavations in Rome and Southern Italy, from the Renaissance to the Nineteenth Century, 
Archaeological Monographs of the British School at Rome 14, ed. Ilaria Bignamini (London: British 
School at Rome, 2004), 23-32. On the sixteenth-century copies of paintings from the catacombs see Joseph 
Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien. Eine ikonographische Studie (Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Herder’sche Verlagshandlung, 1891), 4-45. 
20 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 8-13; BAM, F229 inf., fols. 1-2, 4, 6, 9, 13-14. Philips van Winghe identified 
the location of this 1578 discovery as being on “Via Salaria in vinea Petri hispani” because the vineyard 
had changed ownership from Bartolomeo Sanchez to Pietro Cortese Spagnolo when he wrote his notes on 
the catacombs in 1590. 
. RLAB, inv. no. 17.872-3, fol. 29. For early modern copies of Philips van Winghe’s drawings after the 
catacombs on Via Salaria see BVR, G.6, fols. 10-12; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fols. 187-188; BNP, Nouv. 
Acq. Lat. 2343, 103; BNP, Fonds latin 8957-58, fol. 393. See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre 
alten Copien, 5-18.  
21 Federico Borromeo, De pictura sacra (Milan: Bibliotheca Ambrosiana, 1624). On Borromeo’s use of 
Chacón’s collection of drawings of early Christian art in the catacombs and his recommendation of these 
images as sources for contemporary artists in his treatise De pictura sacra, see pages 161-168 below.  
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ancient religion.22 In his study on Christian iconography, Jean L’Heureux (1551–1614) 

describes Van Winghe’s drawings as more reliable copies than the ones in Chacón’s 

collection; however, L’Heureux used the collections formed by both Chacón and van 

Winghe to inform his scholarship.23 Although Chacón and Van Winghe had different 

reasons for collecting and studying Christian antiquities, they both analyzed paintings and 

Christian antiquities in the catacombs as authoritative early Christian sources. 

 

THE COLLECTION OF ALFONSO CHACÓN: PROMOTING THE CULT OF MARTYRS 

Chacón commissioned several artists to copy the early Christian frescoes in the 

catacombs to inform and illustrate his study on early Christian Rome; his collection and 

analysis of early Christian art supported his interpretation of the catacombs as devotional 

spaces for the cult of martyrs and relics. Chacon’s use of images to inform and illustrate 

his scholarship represents a milestone of sorts in the development of archeological and 

historical methods.  

In the mid- to late sixteenth century, antiquarian treatises and guidebooks on 

Rome increasingly included illustrations of antiquities, which were recognized as 

valuable sources of knowledge.24 This practice differed from fifteenth- and early 

sixteenth-century antiquarian texts such as Biondo Flavio’s Italia Illustrata (1474) and 

                                                
22 My analysis of Chacon and van Winghe’s approach to Christian archeology and the documentation and 
interpretation of early Christian images found in the catacombs has been informed by Cornelis 
Schuddeboom’s argument that van Winghe’s “approach was more antiquarian-scientific than that of other 
pioneers of early Chrisitan archeology, who were interested mostly in the apologetic value of the paintings 
and objects.” Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 30. 
23 Jean L’Heureux, Hagioglypta sive Picturae et Sculpturae Sacrae Antiquiores, Praesertim quae Romae 
Reperiuntur Explicatae, ed. Raffaele Garrucci (Paris: J. A. Toulouse, 1856). On L’Heureux’s use of Van 
Winghe’s and Chacón’s collections and his interpretation of early Christian iconography in the catacombs, 
see pages 147, 169-171, and 176-182 below.  
24 Rebecca Zorach, “The Public Utility of Prints,” in The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome: Printing 
and Collecting the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae, ed. Rebecca Zorach (Chicago: Joseph Regenstein 
Library, 2008), 66. 
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Roma Instaurata (1503) and Pomponio Leto’s Romanae Historiae Compendium (1499), 

which were published in luxury editions with decorative fonts and wide margins but did 

not include illustrative material.25 Christopher Wood identifies the problem of “visual 

drift” — a process in which a chain of copied images gradually deviated from the original 

source, changing the meaning and interpretation of the image — as a principal reason for 

the exclusion of illustrative material in antiquarian texts in the fifteenth and early 

sixteenth centuries.26 It is possible that fifteenth- and sixteenth-century scholars 

recognized something akin to “visual drift” and therefore avoided illustration. It is more 

probable, however, that inadequate technology for large-scale printing and the high cost 

of publishing images explain the limited use of illustrative material in scholarly treatises 

prior to the mid sixteenth century. As printing technology advanced, the dissemination of 

images in antiquarian texts became more common; by the late sixteenth century, the 

value of images and copies of antiquities as forms of knowledge became more widely 

accepted among antiquarians.27 Chacón’s efforts to include illustrative material in his 

antiquarian and historical scholarship are consistent with this larger trend toward the use 

of printed images in late sixteenth-century antiquarian studies.  

                                                
25 Biondo Flavio, Italia illustrata (Rome: Johannes Philippus de Lignamine, 1477); Flavio, Roma 
instaurata (Venice: Bernardinus Venetus de Vitalibus, 1503); Pomponio Leto, Romanae historiae 
compendium (Venice: Bernardinus Venetus de Vitalibus, 1499); see Christopher S. Wood, “Notation of 
Visual Information in the Earliest Archeological Scholarship,” Word and Image 17, no. 1-2 (2001): 105. 
26 Wood, “Notations of Visual Information,” 94-102. David Karmon refers to Wood’s discussion of “visual 
drift” in his analysis of how engravers established devices to enhance the accuracy of their copies of 
Roman antiquities by noting broken surfaces and fragments while also presenting an ideal, restored view of 
Rome’s ancient monuments. Karmon suggests that this served as a means of “protecting” the knowledge of 
Rome’s ancient monuments. David Karmon, “Printing and Protecting Ancient Remains in the Speculum 
Romanae Magnificentiae,” in The Virtual Tourist, 43-45. 
27 Zorach, “The Public Utility of Prints,” 67. To conclude his argument, Wood describes how the accuracy 
of printed images of ancient monuments and inscriptions improved in the late sixteenth century and “began 
to try more seriously to reproduce aspects of the layout and letter of inscriptions” by discussing the 
example of Marcus Welser’s Rerum Augustanarum Vindelicarum Libri Octo (Venice, 1594); Wood, 
“Notations of Visual Information,” 115.  
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In 1566 Pope Pius V called Chacón, a Spanish Dominican scholar, from Seville to 

Rome to pursue antiquarian studies; he stayed in the city from 1567 to 1583.28 Upon his 

arrival, Chacón began collecting historic texts, epigraphic material, and copies of 

Christian antiquities for his monumental treatise on Rome’s three hundred churches, 

Historica Descriptio Urbis Romae.29 Although Chacón did not complete or publish this 

massive project, several manuscripts contain drafts and notes for the treatise. Chacón also 

assembled an extensive collection of drawings of early Christian and medieval art in 

Rome to use as illustrative material for Historica Descriptio.30  

To aid his historical scholarship and antiquarian projects, Chacón formed an 

impressive personal library and a picture gallery. A series of portraits of saints, popes, 

and other illustrious men decorated the library in his home at the foot of Pincio Hill in 

Rome.31 Chacón’s collection had an impact on his most significant publication on church 

history, the Vitae et Gesta Summorum Pontificum (The Life and Acts of the Popes); the 

treatise included illustrations of the earliest known portraits of the popes after drawings in 

                                                
28 For discussion of Chacón’s family, education, and early career in Spain, see Alejando Recio 
Veganzones, “La “Historica descriptio Urbis Romae,” obra manuscrita de Fr. Alonso Chacón, O.P. (1530-
1599),” Anthologica Annua 16 (1968): 48-56. In 1553, Chacón entered the Collegio de Santo Tomás in 
Seville. While studying there, Chacón developed his interest in history and antiquities and contributed to 
the school’s collections of manuscripts related to these topics and formed a collection of antiquities and 
other natural curiosities. When Chacón was called to Rome he lamented leaving his library and collections 
in Spain. Ibid., 53-55. 
29 Ibid., 57. The full title for Chacón’s project is Historica Descriptio Urbis Romae sub Pontificibus, et 
Locorum 300 Sacrorum quae in ea Reperiuntur deq. eorum Origine et Rebus in iis olim Gestis 
Insignioribus, et quae in eisdem Visuntur, Commendatione Dignissima. Following Veganzones’s 
abbreviation of Chacón’s title for this work, I will refer to it as Historica Descriptio.  
30 Ibid., 57-102; , Veganzones, “Una obra manuscrita de Alfonso Chacon OP (1530 - 1599): la “Historica 
descriptio Urbis Romae,” Rivista di archeologia cristiana 78 (2002): 325-428. Chacón’s known 
manuscripts for Historia Descrptio include: Biblioteca Nacional, Milan (BNM), MSS. 2007-2008; BAV, 
Vat. Chigi I, V, 167; BAV, Vat. lat. 5407-5408; Biblioteca Angélica, Rome (BAR), MS. 1564; Biblioteca 
Oliveriana, Pesaro (BOP), MS. 59. 
31 Herklotz, “Alfonso Chacón e le gallerie dei ritratti nell'età della controriforma,” in Arte e committenza 
nel Lazio nell'età di Cesare Baronio: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Frosinone, Sora, 16 - 18 
maggio 2007, ed. Patrizia Tosini (Rome: Gangemi, 2009), 111-142.  
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Chacón’s collection.32 Leading scholars and antiquarians in Rome consulted Chacón’s 

library and picture gallery.33 In the preface to his treatise on early Christian art and 

iconography, Jean L’Heureux, also known as Macarius, describes Chacón’s library and 

rich collection of antiquities; L’Heureux particularly notes the importance of the 

Chacón’s copies of the sacred paintings discovered in the catacombs on Via Salaria.34 

L’Heureux’s description demonstrates Chacón’s reputation as a collector and his 

privileged role in the early excavation of the catacombs after the 1578 discovery.  

Chacón’s first published treatise from 1576 on the history of the Dacian Wars, 

Historia Utriusque Belli Dacici a Traiano Caesare Gesti quae in Columna Eiusdem 

Romae Visuntur Collecta (History of the Dacian War Waged by Trajan Seen in His 

Column, 1576), exemplified the Dominican scholar’s critical analysis of images and texts 

in his scholarship on ancient Rome.35 Chacón’s Historia was based largely upon the 
                                                
32 BAV, Vat. lat. 6103-6105. This manuscript contains Chacón’s History of the Popes, which was a 
continuation of Platina’s Lives of the Popes that was published posthumously in 1601: Alfonso Chacón, 
Vitae et Gesta Summorum Pontificum a Christo Domino usque ad Clementem VII (Rome: Stephanum 
Paulinum, 1601). See Stefan Bauer, The Censorship and Fortuna of Platina’s Lives of the Popes, Late 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 9 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006); Herklotz, “Historia sacra und 
mittelalterliche Kunst,” in Baronio e l'arte: Atti del Convegno internazionale di studi, Fonti e studi 
baroniani 2, ed. Romeo De Maio and Agostino Borromeo (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani “Vincenzo 
Patriarca”: 1985), 50-56.  
33 Veganzones, “La “Historica Descriptio Urbis Romae,”’ 53. 
34 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 2-3: “Alphonsus Ciacconius, Dominicani ordinis religiosus, multis nominibus 
posteritati commendandus, instruxerat Romae museum, non solum libris cujuscumque generis, sed et 
supellectile varia, tum rerum in natura admirabilium, ut fossilium, concharum, marmorum et affinium, tum 
scutorum antiquorum, ut stilorum, clavium, nolarum, staterarum, et mille aliorum ejusmodi. Qui vir, si quid 
erat quod faceret ad sacram antiquitatem, libens invisebat, et pictoribus adhibitis delineabat; atque inter alia 
coemeterium illud via salaria quod Priscillae esse creditur, repertum et recognitum anno MDLXXVIII, dum 
fosseres in vinea cujusdam, soli interiora penetrant ad effodiendum pulverem arenarium aptum 
temperandae calci (ut usus sert Romae) perlustrarat, et omnes picturas loci illius expressas in librum 
redegerat; nec contentus eo sarcophagorum christianorum etiam imagines et sculpturas, quaecumque 
poterat invenire, ut rem vicinam adjecerat.”  
35 Alfonso Chacón, Historia Utriusque Belli Dacici a Traiano Caesare Gesti quae in Columna Eiusdem 
Romae Visuntur Collecta (Rome: Franciscum Zanettum & Bartholomaeum Tosium socios, 1576). See 
Haskell, History and Its Images, 93; Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. 
Jahrhunderts Römische Forschungen der Bibliotheca Hertziana 28 (Munich: Hirmer, 1999), 222-227, 257-
260; Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and Trajan’s Column,” in Art History in the Age of Bellori: Scholarship 
and Cultural Politics in Seventeenth-Century Rome, ed. Janis Bell and Thomas Willette (Cambridge: 
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visual evidence of the reliefs from the Column of Trajan (Fig. 46). Indeed, Ingo Herklotz 

had characterized Chacón’s work as “one of the earliest antiquarian publications 

stemming from monuments rather than from texts.”36 Girolamo Muziano (1528/1532–

1592), his collaborators, and his workshop produced one hundred and thirty double-

paged engravings of reliefs on Trajan’s Column (113) (Fig. 47).37  Chacón recounted the 

history of the Dacian War based on the order of events depicted in the narrative scenes on 

Trajan’s Column. In the preface to his treatise, Chacón notes that the relief sculptures on 

Trajan’s Column provided much varied evidence about ancient Roman military 

practices.38  

In order to identify details of dress and material culture represented in the frieze, 

Chacón drew on his knowledge of ancient literary sources.39 For example, Chacón’s 

description of the sagum, a soldier’s cloak, cites Cicero’s Philippics 8; he quotes Cicero’s 

                                                
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 128-133; Peter Burke, “Images as Evidence in Seventeenth-Century 
Europe,” Journal of the History of Ideas 64, no. 2 (2003): 280. 
36 Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and Trajan’s Column,” 128-129; Massimo Pomponi, “La Colonna Traiana 
nelle incisioni di P. S. Bartoli: Contributo allo studio del monumento nel XVII secolo,” Rivista dell’Istituto 
Nazionale d’Archeologia e Storia dell’Arte 14-15 (1991-1992): 369-373.  
37 Christopher L. C. E. Witcombe, Copyright in the Renaissance: Prints and the ‘Privilegio’ in Sixteenth-
Century Venice and Rome (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 217-221. Muziano received a ten year-papal privilegio on 
6 November 1569 for this book of prints.  
38 Chacon’s note to the reader follows his dedication of the treatise to King Philip of Spain and appears 
directly before the beginning of the numbered pages that contain his description of Trajan’s Column and 
the history of the Dacian wars. Chacón, Historia Utriusque Belli Dacici, lectori candido salutem: “Inter 
antiquitatis monumenta, quae in urbe integra supersunt, quae profecto paucissima existunt, nihil nobilius 
aut splendidius Traiani Columna; quae ultra ingentem eius molem, utriusque belli Dacici historiam multis 
simulachris sculptam habeat: universamque ferme vetustatis notitiam complectatur: & unde illius aetatis, 
militum mores, habitus, disciplinam, arma, profectiones, castramentationes, frumentationes, pabulationes, 
adaquationes, imperatorum adlocutiones, sacrificial, libations, victimas, aras, sacerdotes, illorum habitus, 
ministerial & in sacrificando ritus, Romanorum & hostium signa, congressus, pugnas, strages, victorias, 
legatos, urbium, castrorumue conditiones, oppugnationes, expugnationes, direptiones, demolitiones…& 
plurima huiusmodi, quae antiquitatis studiosi passim, elegantissimis simulachris absoluta docebuntur: ut 
haec sola columna cuncta ferme ob oculos ponat, quae inter varias antiquitatis reliquias sint ubique locorum 
dispersa.”  
39 Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and Trajan’s Column,” 132. 
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account of the types of dress worn during wartime.40 Although this example demonstrates 

Chacón’s use of textual scholarship and visual analysis, Herklotz pointed out Chacón’s 

interpretation of the sagum is erroneous; this mistake demonstrates the problematic 

conclusions that developed sometimes in early modern scholarship that interpreted 

antiquities as confirmation of ancient texts.41 In addition to analyzing the reliefs to 

corroborate ancient texts, Chacón also compares the features within the column’s relief 

panels to ancient coins and images appearing on other triumphal monuments in Rome 

(Fig. 48).42 By combining literary research and empirical observation, Chacón accurately 

identified figures in the reliefs, such as Emperor Trajan, Roman soldiers, Germanic 

soldiers, and the Dacian troops.43  

Although Chacón used Muziano’s prints of Trajan’s Column as credible ancient 

sources that were central to his treatise on the Dacian Wars, these copies were far from 

accurate representations of the style of the sculpted spiral frieze on Trajan’s Column (Fig. 

49).44 Throughout the series, Muziano’s engravings revise the spatial ambiguity of the 

stacked figures on the frieze by widening crowded scenes to create a more naturalistic 

rendering of space (Fig. 50).45 These changes to the style of the frieze reflect sixteenth-

                                                
40 Chacón, Historia Utriusque Belli Dacici, 6, no. 28: “Sagum, vestimentum militare perbreve, & 
succinctum, non fluens, sed artus undique ex primens, quod candidum suit, & index belli, sicut toga pacis: 
sicut ex. 8 Ciceronis Philippica colligitur: quod Hispani & itali saium vocant, manicas illi super addentes, 
quibus antiqua Saga militaria destituebantur utebantur autem omnes milites sagis in bello: exciptis viris 
consularibus. Licet aliquibus id genus vestis coriaceum videatur, quod Hispani Cuera, Itali coletto nunc 
vocant.”  
41 Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and Trajan’s Column,” 132 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., 131. 
45 Ibid. In addition to altering the style of the reliefs, the translation of the column’s continuous narrative 
into a book with individually framed scenes in Muziano’s standard-size engravings also changed the 
narrative progression of the original frieze. 
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century tastes for classical forms and for perspective systems that created the illusion of 

space.  

As we shall see, far greater adjustments would appeared in Chacón’s collection of 

drawings of early Christian antiquities in the catacombs. Despite the inaccuracies, the 

Dominican scholar’s collection of images copying both pagan and Christian antiquities 

provided valuable historical sources and illustrative material for his scholarship.  

Chacón’s interest in studying Rome’s early Christian catacombs seems to have 

first developed when he visited the newly discovered painted catacombs on Via Salaria 

with eight other scholars and antiquarians in May or June of 1578. In that same year, he 

began working on a treatise titled De Coemeteriis Vetustis Urbis Romae (The Ancient 

Cemeteries in the City of Rome), which was left incomplete and never published.46 

Chacón’s drawings and notes for this treatise are extant in MS Vat. lat. 5409.47  

In De Coemeteriis, Chacòn interprets the catacombs as devotional sites for the 

early Christian cult of martyrs and relics; the images depicted in Chacón’s manuscript 

reflect this interpretation. For example, drawings of instruments of torture and martyrdom 

— such as a spiked clamp called an ungula and the lance that pierced Christ’s side from 

St. Peter’s Basilica, the nails from Christ’s crucifixion, and an instrument of flagellation 

— are the first group of images depicted in the manuscript.48 Early modern Catholics 
                                                
46 The full title for the treatise is De Coemeteriis Vetustis Urbis Romae intra quae SS. Martyrum et Christi 
confessorum corpora in primitiva ecclesia sepeliebantur, et de illorum vestigiis et ruinis nuper repertis. 
See Veganzones, “Una obra manuscrita de Alfonso Chacon,” 329. 
47 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409. On the manuscript, see Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 4-
45. For a comparison of Chacón’s collection of drawings of the catacombs in Vat. lat. 5409 and Federico 
Borromeo’s copies of his collections in the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan (BAM), see Carlo Marcora, “Il 
Cardinal Federico Borromeo e l’archeologia cristiana,” in Mélanges Eugène Tisserant: Archives Vaticanes 
Histoire Ecclésiastique 5, Studi e testi 235 (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1964), 115-154. 
My analysis of Chacón’s scholarship on the catacombs is based on my study of MS Vat. lat. 5409 in the 
Vatican Library. Scholarship on this manuscript by Wilpert and Marcora informed my own archival 
research.  
48 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 1v-5r. Notes written to the side of these drawings identify them as instruments 
of the passion or instruments of martyrdom.  
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venerated instruments of the Passion and of martyrdom as contact relics, which suggests 

that the other antiquities and images found in the catacombs could have been interpreted 

as equally holy objects because of their connections to the tombs of the martyrs.49 In MS 

Vat. lat. 5409, Chacón’s short introduction to the forty-three catacombs in Rome appears 

directly after these drawings of instruments of torture and martyrdom.50 In his 

introductory text, Chacon identifies martyrs’ relics found in these sites; he notes the ritual 

function of the cemeteries as places where the early Church celebrated the sacraments of 

baptism, confession, and the mass.51 Chacòn’s understanding of the catacombs as 

liturgical spaces for the early Church informed his analysis of the images discovered in 

these sites.  

Most of MS Vat. lat. 5409 contains drawings in pencil, ink, and colored washes 

copying frescoes found in the Roman catacombs. Joseph Wilpert has identified the hands 

of five anonymous artists: the first is responsible for the images on folios 8-18; the 

second for 19-21; the third for 22-24 and 39-41; the fourth for 25-36v; and the fifth for 

37-38.52 Among the drawings were images from the sites currently known as the 

anonymous catacombs on Via Anapo; which has been identified with the site discovered 

                                                
49 On the instruments of martyrdom as devotional objects in late sixteenth-century spiritual exercises, see 
Opher Mansour, “Not Torments, but Delights: Antonio Gallonio’s Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio of 
1591 and Its Illustrations,” in Roman Bodies: Antiquity to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Andrew Hopkins and 
Maria Wyke (London: British School at Rome, 2005), 167-184. On the theological relationship between 
bodily relics and contact relics, see Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion 
in Late Medieval Europe (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011), 131-139. On the early modern cult of relics in the 
catacombs, see Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo alla costruzione della reliquia: 
Giovanni Angelo Santini, detto il Toccafondi, pittore romano,” Studi Romani 53 (2005): 94-121; Ghilardi, 
Sanguine tumulus madet: Devotione al sangue dei martiri delle catacombe nella prima età moderna 
(Rome: Aracne Editrice, 2008). 
50 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 6r. 
51 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 6r: “baptisma, poenitentiam, missas, et predicationes convenirent, et ritus 
sacros celebrando, de republicae christianae nego torum est consulturi.”  
52 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 4.  
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in 1578;53 the catacombs of St. Priscilla;54 the catacombs of St. Callixtus;55 the catacombs 

of Vigna Massimi;56 the catacombs of St. Domitilla;57 and the catacombs of St. 

Valentine.58 Chacón’s handwritten notes appear throughout the manuscript. He carefully 

identifies the names of catacombs and specifies the location of images in the catacomb 

complexes. Although many of Chacón’s efforts to name these sites have been revised by 

subsequent scholarship,59 Chacón’s notes reflect his interest in understanding Rome’s 

early Christian landscape by identifying documented catacomb sites in Rome.  

The first group of drawings in Chacón’s collection copied the paintings 

discovered in 1578 in the vineyard of Bartolomeo Sanchez on Via Salaria (Figs. 31, 33, 

36, 39, 51, 54, 55, 56). Chacón identifies the site in the title written on folio 8: “Recently 

found in Rome in the cemetery of Priscilla on Via Salaria two miles from the city in the 

crypt under the vineyard of Bartolomeo Sanchez from Alda Anagonensis Biblilitani, 

seven chapels with many ancient images painted from the time of the ancient 

Christians.”60 On this page, Chacón crosses a line through the word “Priscillae” and 

                                                
53 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 8-13. Chacón erroneously identified this site as the Ostrianum cemetery. See 
Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 4-18. 
54 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 14r-18r; See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 18-23. 
Wilpert identifies the image on folio 18r as being a copy of an image from the Catacomb of Novella rather 
than the catacomb of Priscilla. However, this identification is difficult because the original images have not 
been found again. Ibid., 21-23. 
55 Chacón identified images from the catacomb of Callixtus as being from the cemetery of S. Felicitatis in 
BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 19r-21r. See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 23-27, 
Taf. XIII. 
56 Chacón identified an image from the catacomb of Vigna Massimi as the “Coemeterium Novellae” in 
BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 41r-v. See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 28-31, Taf. 
XV. 
57 Chacón identified an image from the catacomb of Domitilla as being from the cemetery of S. Zepherini 
in BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 24r, 28r, 32r-34. See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 
27-28, 31-35, Taf. XIV, XVI-XVII. 
58 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 37r. See Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 35-41, Taf. 
XVIII. 
59 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 4-45. 
60 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8r: “Romae in coemeterio Priscille via salaria secundo ab urbe milliario nuper 
in cripta arenaria subter vineam Barolomaei Sanctii ab Alda Anagonensis Biblilitani reperto sunt septem 
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changes the identification of the cemetery to “Ostriano.” He amendes the text with a note 

about the liturgical use of the catacombs; to the left side of the title, Chacón states, “In 

this Ostriano cemetery, it is read that St. Peter, the prince of the Apostles, preached and 

baptized.”61 Chacón labels the first group of images as being “in primo sacello” or “in the 

first chapel” of the catacomb site; the word “sacellum” demonstrates that he interpreted 

the frescoes as devotional images. In fact, Chacón describes each room in the catacombs 

as a sacellum, rather than using the term cubiculum (room). Chacón’s choice of 

terminology and his assertion that St. Peter preached and performed baptisms in the 

catacombs shows that he thought of the catacombs as liturgical spaces, like other Catholic 

scholars of his time. His interpretation of the devotional function of these burial sites 

enabled Chacón to make imaginative leaps in his analysis of early Christian art in the 

catacombs.  

Chacón’s copyists altered the style of the early Christian frescoes in the 

catacombs according to contemporary tastes for naturalism and classical forms. 

Nonetheless, the narrative sources of these images are usually recognizable and are 

generally consistent with the original paintings. For example, the first page in Chacón’s 

collection features copies of paintings from the “first chapel” organized in two registers 

with easily decipherable narrative subjects (Fig. 51). In the upper register, the copyist 

drew the figure of a clean-shaven man with curly, fair hair holding a staff pointed at 

seven baskets on the left side of the page; on the upper right side of the page, a figure 

with similar features gestures toward a rock. These scenes can easily be identified as 

miracles from the Hebrew Scriptures in which God gave the Israelites food (in the form 

                                                
sacella in quibus sunt multae imagines depictae illius prisci christiani saeculi.” Transcribed in Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 5-6.  
61 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8r: “In hoc coemeterio ostriano S. Petrus, Apostoli princeps predicasse et 
baptisasse legitur.” Transcribed in Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 6.  
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of heavenly manna), and water (from a rock that Moses struck with his staff).62 The lower 

register shows a man pointing a staff at a figure wrapped in burial clothes, standing 

upright in the entrance of a mausoleum, which was the conventional method of 

representing Christ raising Lazarus.63 Although Chacón did not label the subjects of these 

images, the iconography is consistent with the decoration found at the site of the 1578 

discovery; modern scholarship has identified the early Christian frescoes in cubiculum 14 

in the anonymous catacombs on Via Anapo as the source for Chacón’s drawings of the 

“first chapel” (Figs. 52–53).64 The limited number of figures and recognizable 

iconography in Chacón’s copies depict the conventional and highly legible narrative 

types that developed in early Christian art in the catacombs.65 However, Chacón’s 

copyists added details to the figures of Moses and Christ by depicting defined and elegant 

drapery folds in their tunics and a greater variation in color to create the illusion of 

volume (Fig. 54).  

Chacón includes interpretive notes and references to early Christian texts and 

historical scholarship to contextualize his collection of drawings of the catacomb 

paintings. To accompany copies from the “second chapel” in the Via Salaria catacombs, 

Chacón wrote a brief note in the center of the page between an image of the Good 

Shepherd in the upper register and a portrait of Paul with the inscription “PAULUS 

                                                
62 Exodus 16-17.  
63 John 11.  
64 Johannes Georg Deckers, Gabriele Mietke, and Albrecht Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di 
Via Anapo”: Repertorium der Malereien, Roma sotterranea cristiana 9 (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di 
Archeologia Cristiana, 1991) vol. 2, Farbtafel 18-19. 
65 On the development of legible narrative scenes and figures in early Christian iconography, see André 
Grabar, Christian Iconography: A Study of Its Origins, Bollingen Series 35, The A. W. Mellon Lectures in 
the Fine Arts 10, trans. Terry Grabar (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968); Robin Margaret Jensen, 
Understanding Early Christian Art (New York: Routledge, 2000). On the style of late antique painting, see 
Hetty Joyce, The Decoration of Walls, Ceilings, and Floors in Italy in the Second and Third Centuries A.D,  
Archaeologica 17 (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider, 1981). 
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PASTOR APOSTOLUS” in the frame below the note (Fig. 55).66 In the note, Chacón 

refers to chapters seven and ten in Tertullian’s book De Pudicitia (On Modesty), in which 

the early Christian author refers to images of the Good Shepherd in churches and 

depicted on sacred vessels.67 By citing Tertullian, Chacón identifies the painting of the 

Good Shepherd in the catacombs on Via Salaria as representative of a common 

iconographic type in early Christian art.68 As previously discussed, Cesare Baronio had 

also cited this passage from Tertullian in his description of the 1578 catacomb discovery 

in the first volume of the Annales.69 Chacón refers to Baronio’s report, correcting the 

historian’s assertion that the cemetery of Priscilla had been discovered by repeating his 

own claim that the site discovered in 1578 was the “Ostrianum, where Peter preached and 

baptized.”70 Chacón’s note on the image of the Good Shepherd in the “second chapel” of 

the cemetery is consistent with his method for interpreting the catacomb paintings: he 

examined the image; he found a parallel in an authoritative early Christian text; and he 

argued that the text-image relationship confirmed that the early Church used the 

catacombs as devotional spaces.  

                                                
66 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8v. Chacon’s note in the center of the page states: “Tertullianus lib. de pudicitia 
cap. 7 et 10. non solum in christianorum Ecclesiis esse effigiatas sacras imagines verum in sacris vasis 
catholicos sculpere solitos fuisse Christi Domini imaginem prae se ferentem pastoris effigiem, ovem 
deperditam super humeros gestantem in sacris calcibus effigiari consuevisse. Cuius  quidem generis 
imagines complures se vidisse ait Caesar Baronius tomo primo Annalium ecclesiasticorum pag. 460 in 
coemeterio Priscillae…verum illud non est coemeterium Priscillae, ut ipse censuit, sed Ostrianum, ubi 
Petrus praedicavit et Baptizavit. sunt huiusmodi etiam imagines in vero Priscillae coemiterio.” Transcribed 
in Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 6-7. 
67 Tertullian, De Pudicitia, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minicius Felix; 
Commodia; Origen, Parts First and Second, Christian Classics Ethereal Library, ed. Alexander Roberts 
and James Doladson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 80, 85.  
68 Chacón continues his interpretation of this subject and cites the work of Tertullian and Baronio again in 
notes that accompany an image of the Good Shepherd in the catacomb of Priscilla. BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, 
fol. 14v. 
69 Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici, Tomus 1 (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 57, 623. See pages 
112-113 in Chapter Three above.  
70 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 8v. 
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Chacón also explains his interpretation of an image of a gravedigger found in the 

“seventh chapel” of the Via Salaria catacombs. The copyist depicts the gravedigger 

(fossor) raising his mattock; the gravedigger stands in a green field facing a small tree, 

which frames the right side of the composition (Fig. 56).71 An inscription that reads 

“FOSROTOFIMVS” appears directly above the figure, which Chacón interprets as a sign 

identifying the gravedigger. Based on the inscription, on knowledge of the Bible, and 

familiarity with early Christian texts, Chacón identifies the figure as the “Fossor 

Trofimus” whom Paul mentioned in the final greetings of his second epistle to Timothy.72 

Chacón notes that the Synopsis Dorotheanae named Trofimus as one of the seventy 

disciples of the Apostles. This image supported the idea that gravediggers had an elevated 

status within the early Church that stemmed from the importance of their responsibility to 

bury the dead and martyred members of the Christian community in Rome.73 In his note 

accompanying the “Fossor Trofimus,” Chacón refers to St. Jerome’s description in De 

septem gradibus ecclesiae (On the Seven Orders of the Church) about the office of 

gravediggers as one of the orders of the inferior clergy.74  

Because early Christian sources describe the Roman catacombs as the sites of 

martyrs’ tombs, Chacón often refers to the history of Rome’s early Christian martyrs to 

explain iconography. For example, Chacón wrote detailed notes to accompany a group of 
                                                
71 BAV. Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 13r: “Fosrotofimus, nomen compositum ex distianibus graecis corruptis et latin 
!"# Lux  !$%# fama et rotoverso, quasi Lucis et famae diffusor. Forte fossor tofi, mus, coemeteria enim 
semper ex topho. Vel fossor Trofimus; Trofimus numeratur ultima in synopsi Dorathei, inter LXX 
discipulos Apostolorum. Fitque eius mentio 2 ad. Timoth. 4. Primus gradus in Ecclesia erat fossoriorum, 
qui mortuos sepeliebant, ut patet ex Hieronymo de 7 gradibus Ecclesiae.” Transcribed in Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 10.  
72 2 Timothy 4:20. Philips van Winghe and Antonio Bosio also identified this image as the “Fossor 
Trofimus.” Their notes on the image are consistent with Chacón’s interpretation. BVR, MS. G. 6, fol. 11r ; 
Bosio, Roma sotterranea (Rome: Guglielmo Facciotti, 1635), 529.  
73 Adolphe Napoléon Didron, Christian Iconography, or the History of Christian Art in the Middle Ages 
(London: Henry G. Bohn, 1851), 360. 
74 BAV. Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 13r. See Pseudo-Jerome, De septem ordinibus ecclesiae, Patrologia Latina vol. 
30 (Paris, J.-P. Migne: 1846). 
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images that he identified as being in the sixth chapel of the catacombs of Priscilla.75 

Chacón’s iconographic interpretation of these frescoes demonstrates his understanding of 

the catacomb paintings as devotional images related to the veneration of martyrs’ graves 

in the catacombs. The first image in the top register of the page represents an unusual 

subject: a woman standing in a landscape between two trees with two roosters and two 

sheep (Fig. 57). The woman holds a bundle of grass in her right hand to feed the two 

sheep. Although the image could be identified as a figure of the Good Shepherd or a 

secular pastoral scene, Chacón’s notes accompanying the drawing interpret the painting 

in relationship to the history of the catacombs of St. Priscilla. He refers to the “Acts of St. 

Praxedes” to support his identification of the woman in the painting as St. Priscilla who 

“founded this cemetery.”76 In a note in the margin of the page, Chacón supported his 

interpretation by citing passages in the New Testament that refer to St. Priscilla.  

Based on his understanding of the site as a sacred space for the cult of martyrs, 

Chacón presents a theological interpretation of this pastoral image.77 Chacón suggests 

that the roosters were symbols of those who preach the Gospel; the sheep represent the 

                                                
75 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, 18r; Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 21-23. Wilpert notes 
that the original source for these drawings is unknown. Wilpert identifies this site as the catacombs of 
Novella and not the catacombs of Priscilla. Antonio Bosio, however, also visited the catacomb site 
containing these images and included prints of them in Roma sotterranea. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 531.  
76 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 18r: “Priscilla haec huius coemeterii fundatrix ut Pastor in actis S. Praxedis 
testat.” These notes appear directly to the right of the image. Transcribed and illustrated in Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 21, Taf. XI 2. 
77 Chacón refers to Acts 18 and 1 Corinthians 16, which both name Priscilla (Acts 18: 18-24; 1 Corinthians 
16:19). The drawing obscures parts of this note and the tight spacing also makes it difficult to transcribe the 
entire passage. At the end of the note, which is particularly difficult to transcribe in its entirety, Chacón 
refers to the Acts of S. Praxedes and identifies Priscilla as the mother of the Roman senator Pudens. 
Chacón also names Pope Marcellinus (296–304) and Pope Marcellus I (308–309), who were both buried in 
the catacombs of Priscilla. The martyred Pope Marcellus will be discussed in relationship to an image 
featured in the middle register of the page, which Chacón identifies as a representation of the martyred 
pope. The most legible part of the note includes Chacón’s interpretation of the image’s theological meaning 
and the animals represented in the landscape: “Sancta Priscilla matrona Romana, huius coemeterii fundatrix 
pabulum praebens gallis (hoc est) Evangelii praedicatoribus, et agnis, hoc est Christi fidelibus.” See 
Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 21, Taf XI 2.  
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faithful who believe in Christ and are nourished by Him.78 By identifying the central 

figure in the drawing as St. Priscilla and asserting that the animals were Christian 

symbols, Chacón’s notes on the image’s iconography demonstrate the scholar’s 

assumptions about the early Church’s use of the catacombs as chapels. The drawing and 

its unusual subject clearly deviated from the original fresco found in the catacombs;79 

however, Chacón’s interpretation of this pastoral scene as an allegory for the benefits of 

preaching, symbolized by the roosters and sheep, affirmed Catholic image theology 

promoting the use of sacred images as aids for religious teaching and preaching.80  

Chacón’s efforts to name figures in the catacomb paintings as representations of 

Rome’s early Christian saints and martyrs continued in his interpretation of two drawings 

in the middle register of the same page. Below the pastoral scene, the copyist depicts a 

female with her hands elevated in prayer, often called an orant figure. In the middle left 

of the page, Chacón identifies her as St. Lucina, a Roman matron and follower of Pope 

Marcellus (308–309).81 In the middle right of the page, the copiest portrays the figure of a 

bearded man in a belted tunic and pallium standing in a box with an angel approaching 

him; Chacón interprets the bearded figure as Pope Marcellus (Fig. 59). Chacón’s notes 
                                                
78 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 21.  
79 Bosio’s engraving of the paintings from this area of the catacomb did not print Chacón’s copy. Bosio’s 
print depicted the woman from Chacón’s drawing as a shepherd and his caption identifies the subject of the 
image as Christ in the form of the good shepherd with two sheep and two roosters (Fig. 58): “Christo 
Signor nostro in forma di Pastore, con due agnelli, e due galli.” Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 531. Wilpert also 
identified a painting from the Ostrianum catacomb of the Good Shepherd as a model that could have been 
similar to original painting that Chacón’s copyist changed. Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre 
alten Copien, 21-22, Taf. XI 1.  
80 Two letters by Pope Gregory the Great Bishop Serenus of Marseilles from the late sixth century describe 
the use of images as books for the illiterate. Post-Tridentine image theology cited Gregory’s position to 
promote the use of images as aids in teaching and preaching. On Gregory the Great’s statements about 
images as the book of the illiterate and subsequent references to Gregory’s letters and this concept, see 
Celia M. Chazelle, “Pictures, Books, and the Illiterate: Pope Gregory I's Letters to Serenus of Marseilles,” 
Word & Image 6, no. 2 (1990), 138-153.  
81 Between the image of the female Orant on the left and the bearded man on the right, Chacon identifies 
the two figures as “S. Lucina, et creditur S. Marcelli papae discipula et sectatrix.” BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 
18r. Transcribed in Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 23. 
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above the image describe this scene as “St. Marcellus, Pope and Martyr, who was taught 

by the angel of God in preaching.”82 For the scene of Pope Marcellus preaching, 

Chacón’s copyist likely misinterpreted and altered the original fresco of a dove returning 

to Noah with an olive branch after the great flood, which is a more commonly depicted 

subject in the catacombs (Fig. 60).83 In his prints, Antonio Bosio also identified a scene 

of Noah after the flood, noting that it appeared in the tenth arch of the catacombs of St. 

Priscilla (Fig. 61).84 Chacón explains his identification of these figures as Pope Marcellus 

and St. Lucina in a longer note to the right of the image. He wrote that Pope Marcellus 

had been buried in the catacombs of St. Priscilla on Via Salaria and that St. Lucina had 

been his disciple.85 The Liber Pontificalis reports that St. Lucina was responsible for 

burying Pope Marcellus in the catacomb of St. Priscilla after his martyrdom in 309.86  

Chacón’s identification of an image of St. Marcellus in the catacomb of St. 

Priscilla also established a connection between his collection of drawings and the 

scholar’s literary research. In Vat. lat. 5409 folio 18v, Chacón wrote a one page reading 

on the life and martyrdom of St. Marcellus based on his study of early Christian and 

medieval ecclesiastical authors.87 He cites the Martyrology by the Venerable Bede (c. 

672–735), noting the feast day for St. Marcellus on January 16. He also refers to the 

                                                
82 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 18r: “S. Marcellus Papa et martyr, ab Angelo Dei in praedicatione edoctus.” 
Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 22, Taf. XII 1. 
83 Genesis 8:11; Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 22, Taf. XII 2. 
84 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 531. 
85 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 18r: “PP. Marcellus et martyr sepulta fuit in coemeterio Priscilla via salaria.” 
Although the tight spacing of Chacón’s note makes it difficult to transcribe the entire passage, Chacón’s 
references to Pope Marcellus and his notes on St. Lucina’s role as a disciple of Pope Marcellus are legible.  
86 Alban Butler, The Lives of the Fathers, Martyrs, and Other Principal Saints (Dublin: James Duffy, 
1866), Vol. 1, January 16; Ethel Ross Barker, Rome of the Pilgrims and Martyrs: A Study in the 
Martyrologies, Itineraries, Syllogae, and Other Contemporary Documents (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 
1913), 71. St. Lucina had converted her house into a church where Pope Marcellus had preached when he 
was in hiding during the persecutions under Emperor Maxentius (306–312). 
87 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 18v. Chacón discusses the life of St. Marcellus again later in the manuscript in 
his account of early Christian persecutions in Rome. BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 46v-47r.  
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Letters of St. Augustine, citing Letter 165, from Jerome to Marcellinus and Anapsychia 

(A.D. 410). In his account on the persecutions under Emperor Maxentius that led to St. 

Marcellus’s martyrdom, Chacón mentions the scholarship of Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 

260–c. 341) in Vita Constantini (Life of Constantine), citing Book I Ch. 27, and Historia 

Ecclesiastica, citing Book VIII Chs. 26-27.  

Chacón’s annotations to the collection of drawings misidentified some of the 

subjects and symbols in these early Christian frescoes and his copiests altered the style of 

some of the original paintings. His contemporary Jean L’Heureux criticized these 

failings.88 By altering the style of the catacomb paintings to conform to the artistic 

practices of the day, Chacón’s copyists effectively demonstrated how artists could imitate 

the iconography and piety of these early Christian images without adopting the less 

fashionable stylistic qualities of late antique painting. Nevertheless, Chacón’s collection 

of drawings was of great importance for the way they informed Counter-Reformation 

debates about how contemporary artists should represent sacred figures and Christian 

iconography.  

Despite Chacón’s misinterpretations of the subject of catacomb paintings and the 

stylistic inaccuracy of his copies, Catholics reformers, such as Federico Borromeo, used 

Chacón’s collection of drawings as authoritative sources of early Christian iconography. 

For example, Chacón wrote a letter in 1591 to Federico Borromeo, the cousin of Carlo 

Borromeo and his successor as Cardinal-Archbishop of Milan from 1595 to 1631, 

discussing three ancient images of the crucifixion and a scene of the flagellation in his 

collection that represented variations in early Christian depictions of these subjects (Figs. 

                                                
88 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 3-4. In comparing the drawings of the catacombs collected by Alfonso Chacón 
and Philips van Winghe, L’Heureux observed that “the draughtsman hired by Chacón added more of their 
own work to their copies than was to be seen.” L’Heureux’s scholarship on early Christian iconography 
will be discussed on pages 176-182 below.  
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62–63).89 Chacón’s letter informed Federico’s position on how images of the crucifixion 

and flagellation should be represented by contemporary artists, which Fedierco later 

addressed in the treatise De Pictura Sacra (Sacred Painting, 1624).90  

 
THE CATACOMBS AS MODELS FOR REFORM IN FEDERICO BORROMEO’S SACRED 
PAINTING 

Cardinal Federico Borromeo commissioned a copy of Chacón’s collection of 

drawings for the Ambrosian Library, which he founded in Milan.91  Federico promoted 

these images as iconographic models, discussing them in his treatise De Pictura Sacra 

(Sacred Painting).92 Although this treatise was not published until 1624, Federico likely 

began drafting it during his stay in Rome (1586–1595), when numerous discoveries were 

being made in the catacombs.93 During his stay in Rome, Federico became acquainted 

with Chacón and his scholarship on the catacombs and Christian antiquities. Federico’s 

                                                
89 This letter from Chacón to Cardinal Federico Borromeo, dated 3 May 1591, appears in Vat. lat. 5409 
following Chacón’s collection of drawings copying early Christian frescoes in the Roman catacombs. 
BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 67-71. The first drawing from the cemetery of S. Niccolò in Carcere copied an 
image of the Flagellation. The next drawings copied ancient images of Christ’s crucifixion with variations 
in Christ’s clothing, the number of nails piercing his hands and feet, and whether he was depicted alive or 
dead. The first depicted Christ alive, covered with a loin cloth, and pierced with four nails; the second 
showed Christ alive, nude, and pierced with four nails; and the third represented Christ as dead, dressed in a 
long red, sleeveless garment, and with a platform below his feet. These images of Christ’s flagellation and 
crucifixion follow the letter from Chacón to Federico Borromeo. BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 74-79. Federico 
Borromeo obtained copies of these drawings from Chacón’s collection for the Biblioteca Ambrosiana. 
BAM, 228inf. fols. 27r-28v.  
90 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 67-71; Federico Borromeo, De Pictura Sacra (Milan: Bibliotheca 
Ambrosiana, 1624). For an English translation of Borromeo’s treatise, see Borromeo, Sacred Painting; 
Museum, I Tatti Renaissance Library 44, trans. and ed. Kenneth S. Rothwell, with an introduction and notes 
by Pamela M. Jones (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). Chacón’s influence on Federico 
Borreomeo’s Sacred Painting will be discussed further in the next section of this chapter on pages 161-168.  
91 Borromeo’s copies of drawings of the catacomb paintings from Chacón’s collection are in a manuscript 
in the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan (BAM): BAM, F229 inf. For a detailed analysis of this manuscript 
and Federico’s contributions to the development of Christian archeology, see Marcora, “Il Cardinal 
Federico Borromeo e l’archeologia cristiana,” 115-154. 
92 Jones, introduction to Sacred Painting, xi. 
93 Ibid., x-ix, xxv n.1. Federico was in Rome from September 1586 to June 1595, when he was appointed 
the Archbishop of Milan. He returned to Rome from April 1597 to June 1601, when he moved to Milan 
permanently.  
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friendship with Chacón and his access to Chacón’s collection of drawings shaped 

Federico’s views on early Christian iconography in Sacred Painting.94   

Borromeo’s Sacred Painting consisted of two books: the first addressed general 

issues concerning the visual arts that are particularly relevant to sacred painting; the 

second addressed the history of Christian iconography. Federico asserts that his purpose 

in writing book two on Christian iconography was to teach sacred painters and sculptors 

“how to represent the mysteries of our faith and how to create images of the saints that 

are consistent with historical truth.”95 Historical models were, thus, essential to 

Federico’s analysis of Christian iconography.  

Federico states that he wrote Sacred Painting to uphold the decrees of the Council 

of Trent.96 Federico’s understanding of his treatise as guiding the implementation of 

Tridentine reform contributed to the retrospective image of Trent as a coherent and 

universal program for reform.97 Although the Council’s brief decrees on sacred images 

did not in fact specify a program for the reform of art, Federico claims that the council 

had ordered bishops to use art to instruct people about the faith: 
 
I will try, in what I discuss and teach to comply with the decree of the 
Sacred Council of Trent that ordered bishops to give people instructions 
about the mysteries of the faith and sacred stories. It ordered bishops to do 
so not only with words but also with paintings or other visual media, since 
images, by working on both rational and emotional levels, can stimulate 
people to reflect on the articles of faith.98 

                                                
94 In Book II of Sacred Painting, Federico refers to examples of early Christian iconography in the 
catacomb paintings in Chapter Two on “The Portrayal of the Savior” (65-75), Chapter Three on 
“Representations of the Crucifixion” (76-77), and Chapter Seven on “Sacred Symbols” (99-101). 
95 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 2-3 
96 Ibid., 2-5. 
97 On the myth of the Council of Trent, see Simon Ditchfield, “Trent Revisted,” in La fede degli italiani: 
Per Adriano Prosperi, vol. I. ed. Guido dall'Olio, Adelisa Malena and Pierroberto Scaramella (Pisa: 
Edizione della Normale, 2011), 357-370. 
98 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 2-5. For a discussion of the Council of Trent’s decrees on images see pages 
63-69 in Chapter Two above.  
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In this passage, Federico explains his understanding of the role of sacred painting as a 

didactic instrument of reform. He affirms the use of sacred images to instruct people 

“about the mysteries of faith and sacred stories.” However, images do more than teach 

sacred stories; they engage people “on both rational and emotional levels.” Federico 

describes the emotive benefits of images, which “can stimulate people to reflect on the 

articles of faith.” According to Borromeo, sacred art has the ability to guide worshipers 

from emotion to spiritual truth.  

Federico Borromeo’s second book on Christian iconography was key to the 

archbishop’s agenda for reform. Federico used his knowledge of early Christian images 

and texts to instruct artists about how to represent articles of faith. In his introduction to 

Book II, he admonishes his readers that “painters and sculptors must not be indifferent to 

literary sources, and in fact they should work hard to gain something from them…This is 

essentially true of sacred literature.”99 Based on this conviction, Federico employed a 

method similar to Chacón’s, interpreting early Christian iconography in dialogue with 

patristic theology.  

Federico Borromeo refers to early Christian texts to support his interpretations of 

ambiguous imagery found in the catacombs. An image lacking a clear Christian subject 

or meaning required research. Federico cites Clement of Alexandria (d. 215) to explain 

imagery in the catacombs of Christ as Orpheus (Fig. 64), the famous musician, poet, and 

prophet in ancient Greek religion: 
 
On monuments in several cemeteries, especially in the catacomb of 
Zephyrinus at Rome,100 the Savior is also shown as Orpheus and can be 
seen standing among beasts. If we did not have solid, incontrovertible 
proof that this depiction is sacred and not profane, we would not suspect 

                                                
99 Ibid., 60-61. 
100 Contemporary scholarship identifies the site as the catacombs of St. Domitilla.  
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that this figure is a representation or symbol of the Savior. Clement of 
Alexandria wrote that Christ was, in essence, our Orpheus, a tamer of wild 
beasts,101 and his statement lends trustworthy support to this interpretation 
of the image.102   

By citing Clement of Alexandria to support his argument that Orpheus was a symbol of 

Christ,103 Federico provides an orthodox explanation for the appearance of a seemingly 

profane or pagan subject in the catacombs. Federico, however, misrepresents Clement of 

Alexandria’s views on Christ and Orpheus. Rather than describing Orpheus as a 

representation of Christ, Clement contrasts Orpheus, who led people to idolatry, with 

Christ whom he describes as the tamer of the most difficult beasts, humans.104 Federico’s 

misreading of Clement of Alexandria’s comparison of Orpheus and Christ reflects his 

bias towards interpreting the catacomb paintings as sacred images for the early Church. 

Because Protestant historians such as Heinrich Bullinger had argued that the cult of 

images was a form of idolatry that the Roman Church had used to accommodate the 

converted pagans, the seemingly pagan imagery in the catacombs was problematic for 

Catholic polemicists.105  By finding a Christian meaning in imagery of Orpheus, Federico 

anticipated Protestant apologists who might use this evidence to argue that either pagans 

or heretical Christians created and used the images in the catacombs.  

In two passages in his treatise, Federico Borromeo recommends the paintings in 

the catacombs as exemplars for patrons and artists to follow. In Book II, Ch. 7 on sacred 

symbols, Federico refers to the signs of the dove and peacock (traditionally symbolizing 

                                                
101 Ibid., 239 n. 70. Borromeo’s reference to Clement of Alexandria cites his Protrepticum ad Graecos or 
Exhortation to the Greeks, in which he presents arguments to pagans to convert to Christianity. Clement of 
Alexandria, Le Protreptique, Sources chrétiennes 2, trans. and ed. Claude Mondésert (Paris: Éditions du 
Cerf, 1949), 55-77. 
102 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 69.  
103 For early Christian and medieval views on Orpheus and pagan culture, see John Block Friedman, 
Orpheus in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970), 32-85. 
104 Jones, Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, 119-120, 158 n. 96. 
105 On Bullinger’s views on the pagan origins of the cult of images, see pages 45-48 in Chapter One above.  
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the Holy Spirit and Resurrection respectively) that often appeared in the catacombs. He 

advises contemporary artists to revive the practice of using sacred symbols:  
 
In antiquity, our pious Fathers occasionally resorted to using sacred 
emblems instead of human figures to symbolize a belief or a [physical] 
body. We should uphold this ancient practice and use it more often, not 
avoid it.106  

In this passage we can see that, Federico’s interest in early Christian iconography was not 

primarily academic or historical, but was an aspect of his program to reform sacred art. 

He intended to identify authoritative early Christian models for contemporary artists 

working for the Church.  

In this chapter on sacred symbols, Federico also describes images of suffering that 

frequently appeared in the catacomb paintings as usable exemplars of early Christian that 

had a didactic meaning for the persecuted Church:  
 
By depicting Noah in the ark (Fig. 65) and Daniel naked among the lions 
(Fig. 33), these early Christians represented their being thrown among 
wild beasts and the flood of calamities that they endured. Other figures 
depicted in the catacombs — including Abraham sacrificing his son (Fig. 
36), the boys thrown in the fiery furnace in Babylon (Fig. 66), and Moses 
opening springs of water in the desert (Fig. 51) — were symbols of 
obedience and faith that admonished that all hope must be placed in 
God.107  

According to Federico, the subjects depicted in the catacombs were symbols of steadfast 

suffering that spoke to the early Christians who were experiencing persecution. He 

interprets imagery of Daniel naked among the lions as an allusion to the early Christians 

who were martyred by beasts. Scenes of Noah in the ark represented the “flood of 

calamities” that the persecuted Christians endured; this imagery may have even evoked 

                                                
106 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 99. 
107 Ibid., 101. 
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connections between the great flood during the time of Noah and the early Christian 

martyrs who were cast into the sea.  

Federico’s interpretation of the early Church’s use of sacred panting in the 

catacombs affirms his view of the purpose of sacred painting: it should instruct people 

about sacred stories and “by working on both rational and emotional levels…stimulate 

people to reflect on the articles of faith.”108 As “symbols of faith and obedience,” the 

catacomb paintings were exemplars for the early Church of the martyrs; these images of 

steadfast suffering were sources of instruction that “admonished” persecuted early 

Christians to place “all hope…in God.” As models for post-Tridentine artists, the 

catacomb paintings demonstrated how sacred art should address the contemporary issues 

and persecutions facing the Catholic Church and inspire greater obedience and faith from 

viewers. By focusing on the symbolic and didactic meaning of the catacomb paintings, 

Federico’s interpretation of these images of steadfast suffering primarily addresses the 

rational aspects of the paintings rather than its emotional levels; however, Federico’s 

analysis of the relevance of this imagery to the Church in times of persecution suggests 

that he was also mindful of how these paintings may have worked on an emotional level.  

In the context of the violence and conflict between Protestants and Catholics 

spreading throughout Europe during the Reformation period, the catacomb frescoes 

depicting the suffering and calamities endured by the Church were particularly moving 

devotional subjects for Counter-Reformation Catholics. A letter from Marcus Welser 

(1558–1614) written to Federico Borromeo in 1605 described the affective devotions 

inspired by the catacomb frescoes as well as copies of these images.109 Referring to 

drawings of frescoes in the Roman catacombs, the letter states,  

                                                
108 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 2-3. 
109 Jones, Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, 175; citing BAM, MS. G194inf, fol. 280. 
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I have kissed one by one the images which it pleased Your Illustrious 
Lordship to share with me, because they truly inspired in all force that 
sincere piety which warmed the breasts of the Christians of the ancient 
church.110  

Welser goes on to describe the early Christian images as representations of the 

crucifixion from the catacombs under the church of S. Niccolò in Carcere; these paintings 

had also been the subject of Chacón’s letter to Federico in 1591 (Fig. 63).111 Welser 

explains that the variations in the form of the Cross in these paintings represent the 

different types used by the Romans. While the forms of the crosses in these paintings 

differed, Welser notes that they all showed four nails piercing Christ’s two hands and two 

feet.112 Based on this observation, Federico describes this form of Crucifixion imagery in 

Sacred Painting, recommending that “the common custom and tradition of the Catholic 

Church must be maintained, and nothing new should be introduced”; by instructing artists 

to continue using the most ancient forms of Crucifixion imagery as models, Federico 

resisted the appearance of change in his reforms.113  By encouraging the perception that 

Tridentine reforms were the revival of early Christian tradition rather than a novelty, 

Federico Borromeo forwarded the Catholic claim of continuity.114 Welser and Federico’s 

discussion of Chacón’s collection of drawings after the catacombs demonstrates how 

these images functioned as authoritative early Christian sources for theologians, 

                                                
110 For the translation, see Jones, Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, 175; citing BAM, MS. G194inf, 
fol. 280. 
111 Marcora, “Federico Borromeo e l’Archeologia Cristiana,” 126-127; citing BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fols. 67-
71. BAM, MS. 228inf, fols. 27r-28v. 
112 Marcora, “Federico Borromeo e l’Archeologia Cristiana,” 126; citing and transcribing BAM, MS. 
G194inf, fol. 280: “Ho notato la tavoletta sotto gli piedi che V. S. Ill.ma avertisce, in due figure. Et che 
tutte sono a quatro chiodi, che debbe esser stato il modo più ordinario di crocifigger, come si ritrae ancora 
da altri scontri. La diversità delle croci crederò derivi da che uso ne soleva esser vario appresso gli Romani, 
et gli Christiani si misero ad esprimer nella persona di Christo que’ modi che vedevano giornalmente 
pratticarsi sì in altri, come ancora ne’ loro fratelli.”  
113 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 76-79; Jones, Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, 175. 
114 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 76-79; Jones, Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, 175. 
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iconographic models for artists, and inspiring devotional images for early modern 

Catholics.  

 

THE COLLECTION OF PHILIPS VAN WINGHE: MAPPING THE CATACOMBS 

Although the polemical value of the early Christian paintings found in the 

catacombs greatly interested Alfonso Chacón and Federico Borromeo, Philips van 

Winghe was more concerned with accurately mapping Rome’s underground cemeteries 

and documenting their antiquities. Van Winghe approached the study of Christian 

antiquities as part of his broader efforts to document and analyze late antique culture and 

religion.115  

Philips van Winghe was a humanist scholar and antiquarian from a noble Louvain 

family.116 He created the only other sixteenth-century collection of drawings of the 

frescoes found in the newly discovered catacombs on Via Salaria.117 Having studied 

                                                
115 Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 266; Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman 
Catacombs,” 30.  
116 Philips van Winghe’s father was Jeronimus van Winghe (1510–1577) and his mother was Francoise 
Morillon, the daughter of the humanist Guy Morillon, the secretary of Emperor Charles V. After his 
parents’ death, Philips van Winghe’s uncle Maximilien Morillon, bishop of Tournay and chancellor to 
Cardinal De Granvelle, acted as his guardian. For a biography of Philips van Winghe, see Cornelis 
Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592), 26-56; Godefridus Joannes Hoogewerff, “Philips van 
Winghe,” Mededelingen van het Nederlands Instituut Rome 7 (1927): 59-82. 
117 For the attribution of manuscripts containing Philips van Winghe’s collection of drawings, see Wilpert, 
Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 5-18; Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592), 
58-120; Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 23-32. A manuscript in the Royal Library 
Albert I, Brussels (RLAB) is the only extant work from Philips van Winghe’s stay in Rome in the scholar’s 
original hand. Van Winghe’s Notebook was in the collection of the Bollandist Society in Antwerp before it 
was transferred to the Royal Library in Brussels. It consists of 182 pages in two separate volumes that were 
bound together in the late nineteenth century. Writing in 1590, Philips van Winghe identified the location 
of the catacombs discovered in 1578 as being on “Via Salaria in vinea Petri hispani” because the vineyard 
had changed ownership from Bartolomeo Sanchez to Pietro Cortese Spagnolo: RLAB, inv. no. 17.872-3, 
fol. 29. Copies of Philips van Winghe’s drawings after the same catacomb site are in the Biblioteca 
Vallicelliana (BVR), Vatican Library (BAV), and Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris (BNP). BVR, G.6, fols. 
10-12; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fols. 187-188; BNP, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343, 103; BNP, Fonds latin 8957-8, 
fol. 393. I have consulted the following manuscripts in Rome: BVR, G. 6; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545. 
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collections of antiquities in Paris, Fontainebleau,118 and Antwerp,119 van Winghe traveled 

to Rome in 1589. In Rome, van Winghe established a reputation as an accomplished 

antiquarian, and he quickly gained acceptance within the papal court. He developed 

relationships with leading scholars in the city, including Fulvio Orsini, Cesare Baronio, 

Alfonso Chacón, and Jean L’Heureux (Macarius).120  

Although van Winghe established friendships with ecclesiastical antiquarians and 

historians who praised his work, his scholarship on Christian antiquities was more 

descriptive than polemical. Van Winghe was the first scholar to create archeological 

plans mapping catacomb sites in Rome.121 His notes on the locations of rooms and 

images within the catacomb complexes were more reliable than Chacón’s work.122 

During his relatively brief stay in the city, the antiquarian community in Rome 

recognized van Winghe’s erudition. In Hagioglypta, L’Heureux reminisces that “if the 

young man had reached old age / had he lived longer, he would easily have surpassed all 

the others in matters concerning antiquity.”123  

                                                
118 Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592), 34. Utrecht University Library contains manuscripts 
with descriptions of Philips van Winghe’s travels and scholarship in Paris and Fontainebleau by the Utrecht 
scholar Arend van Buchell, with whom Philips van Winghe traveled. Utrecht University Library, inv. no. 
984, fols. 2-3; inv. no. 798. Part of Arend van Buchell’s description in inv. no. 798 appears in Arend van 
Buchell, Description de Paris, trans. and ed. Alexandre Vidier (Paris: Mémoires de la Société de l’Histoire 
de Paris et de l’Ile-de-France, 1900). 
119 Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592), 35-40; Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman 
Catacombs,” 23. In Antwerp, van Winghe visited the collection of Nicholaas Rockox and developed a 
friendship with the cartographer Abraham Ortelius, for whom van Winghe wrote an entry in Ortelius’s 
Album Amicorum. Jean Puraye, Album Amicorum Abraham Ortelius (Amsterdam: A.L. van Gendt & Co., 
1969). 
120 For example, Baronio cites Philips van Winghe in his discussion of a Julian coin in the fourth volume of 
the Annales Ecclesaistici (Fig. 67). Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesaistici IV (Rome: 1593; reprint Mainz: 
1601), anno 362, 23; See Schuddeboom, Philips Van Winghe (1560-1592), 40-56; Schuddeboom, 
“Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 23. 
121 Schuddeboom, “Researching in the Roman Catacombs,” 25. 
122 Ibid.; Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 13. 
123 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 4: “juvenis longiori vita dignus qui si senectutem attigisset, in hoc antiquitatis 
studio facile reliquos anteivisset.” See Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 23. 
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Until his premature death at thirty-two during a trip to Florence (1592), van 

Winghe collected copious notes and drawings of inscriptions and monuments from both 

pagan and Christian Rome.124 Van Winghe’s fascination with material culture, however, 

was not limited to the ancient world. He produced copies of the Aztec Codex Rios 

brought to the Vatican Libraries by Fra Pietro de lo Rios.125 He also drew the Azuchi 

castle from a Japanese screen given to Pope Gregory XIII during the first Japanese 

ambassador’s visit to Europe (1582).126 For a foreigner, van Winghe had exceptional 

access to the Vatican collections and the ancient pagan and Christian sites in Rome. The 

diverse subjects of van Winghe’s drawings reflect his fascination with the culture and 

religious practices of both ancient and foreign societies.  

Van Winghe’s copies of the catacomb paintings are more accurate than Chacón’s 

(Figs. 33, 68–69). In his treatise on Christian iconography, van Winghe’s compatriot Jean 

L’Heureux comments that the Louvain scholar drew his own copies of the catacomb 

paintings because he had found Chacón’s drawings unfaithful: 
 
He copied the paintings after his own observations, faithful both to their 
colors and forms; in contrast he said that the draughtsman hired by Chacón 
added more of their own work to their copies than was to be seen, either 

                                                
124 After his unexpected death, L’Heureux sent van Winghe’s belongings and his notebooks to his brother 
Hieronymus van Winghe, the canon of the cathedral in Tournai, who tried to publish his brother’s 
scholarship but was unsuccessful. Hieronymus left his brother’s notebooks to the cathedral library in 
Tournai, and the original notes and drawings were separated during the French Revolution. Schuddeboom, 
“Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 24. 
125 See Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 45; Ronald W. Lightbown, “Oriental Art and the 
Orient in Late Renaissance and Baroque Italy,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 32 (1969), 
244. Van Winghe’s original drawing has been lost but Lorenzo Pignoria (1571–1631) noted that van 
Winghe had studied and copied the image of Quetzalcoatl from the Codex Rios (BAV, Vat. lat. 3788) in the 
caption that accompanied his copy of this image in Cartari’s Imagini delli dei de gli antichi. Vincenzo 
Cartari, Seconda novissima edizione delle imagini delli dei de gli antichi, ed. Lorenzo Pignoria (Padua: 
Pietro Paolo Tozzi, 1626), 364.  
126 Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 46-47. This image is known through a copy by 
Lorenzo Pignoria, who noted van Winghe’s scholarship in his caption accompanying the image. Cartari, 
Imagini delli dei de gli antichi, 382.  
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because they worked too hastily or because they did not observe the 
figures very well.127  

Comparison between Chacón’s drawings after the Via Salaria catacombs in the Vatican 

Library and copies of van Winghe’s drawings in the Biblioteca Vallicelliana demonstrate 

the scholars’ different interests and interpretations of the catacomb paintings (Figs. 70-

72). Van Winghe’s drawing of a fresco of Moses striking the Rock more truthfully 

represents the original figure of Moses in the anonymous catacombs on Via Anapo (Fig. 

71).128 Van Winghe’s copy accurately renders the figure of Moses from the original 

fresco, clean-shaven with short hair and a short tunic that falls to his knees. In the original 

fresco, a series of lines denote drapery folds and there is little modeling. The landscape 

represented in the late antique fresco also includes a red pyramidal form to signify the 

rock that Moses strikes with his staff or wand, two linear, stylized trees frame the scene. 

Although the spacing of the scene is crowded, van Winghe’s copy of Moses striking the 

rock replicates the stylized and flattened appearance of the landscape and the figure of 

Moses. In contrast, Chacón’s copyist altered the features and dress of the original 

painting’s central figure of Moses; he also created a more naturalistic landscape than the 

original painting’s flat pyramidal form (Fig. 72).129  

During his stay in Rome, van Winghe compiled drawings and notes from four 

catacomb sites, material preserved in his original notebook in the Royal Library in 

Brussels and in firsthand copies of the scholar’s drawings in the Vatican Library, the 

                                                
127 For the translation, see Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 31, n. 18; citing 
L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 3-4: “et imagines, uti suis oculis viderat, fideliter et coloribus et figures veris 
exprimebat, cum diceret in picturis Ciaconii pictores quos adhibuerat plus sibi indulsisse quam par erat, 
dum nimium properant, vel non satis figures observant. Volebat autem Philippus omnia, quantum fieri 
poterat, archetypo respondere, et fidelis esse testis rei antiquae.”  
128 BVR, MS. G. 6, fol. 10r; Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via 
Anapo,” vol. 2, Tafel 4a, Farbtafel 15b.  
129 BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 11v; Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via 
Anapo,” vol. 2, Tafel 6d. See pages 153-154 above for further discussion on the altered style of the copies 
in Chacón’s collection.  
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Biblioteca Vallicelliana, and the Bibliothèque Nationale de France in Paris.130 Van 

Winghe made several visits with the Roman antiquarian Angelo Breventano to the 

catacombs on Via Salaria.131 Both van Winghe and Breventano inscribed their names into 

the walls of the catacombs in the room with the painting of Moses striking the rock (Fig. 

73).132 Van Winghe visited the actual catacombs of St. Priscilla discovered in the 

vineyard of Hieronymus Cupis,133 the catacombs of St. Domitilla,134 and the catacombs 

of St. Sebastian and St. Callixtus.135 Van Winghe recorded the paintings and inscriptions 

that he found in the catacombs. He was interested in understanding the organization and 

topography of these sites; he carefully noted the locations of his discoveries in the 

catacombs.  

In addition to copying the paintings and inscriptions found in the catacombs, van 

Winghe created the first archeological plans of the catacombs of St. Priscilla and the 

                                                
130 Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 58-119; citing RLAB, inv. No. 17.872-3; BAV, Vat. 
lat. 10545; BVR, MS. G. 6; BNP, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343; BNP, Fonds latin 8957-8. My analysis is based on 
archival research in the above manuscripts in Rome.  
131 RLAB, inv. no. 17.872-3, fol. 29; BAV, Vat. Lat. 10545, fols. 187-188; BVR, G.6, fols. 10-12; BNP, 
Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343, 103; BNP, Fonds latin 8957-8, fol. 393; see Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe 
(1560-1592), 112-113, 121-141. 
132 Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, eds., Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” vol. 2, Tafel 3a.  
133 RLAB, inv. No. 17.872-3, fols. 28r [68], 33r [48]; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fols. 184r, 186r-187v, 229r; 
BNP, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343, fols. 99r, 101r-v, 115r; see Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-
1592),112-113; 159-170. 
134 BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fols. 186r, 189r-191r; BVR, MS. G. 6, fols. 4r, 19v, 22r; BNP, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 
2343, fols. 103r, 105r; see Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592),112-113, 145-158; 
Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 25, 32 n. 26. Philips van Winghe was not yet able to 
identify this site as the catacombs of Domitilla and noted the location of the catacombs “in the Via 
Ardeatina where a street leads from S. Paolo fuori le Mura to S. Sebastiano.” BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fol. 
186r: “un cimitero nella Via Ardeatina su la strada che va da S. Paulo a S. Sebastiano.” This street is now 
known as the Via delle Sette Chiese, named for its purpose in connected the ancient churches of S. Paolo 
fuori le Mura and S. Sebastiano in the processional route for the Seven Churches Devotions that St. Filippo 
Neri revived. See pages 90-95 in Chapter Three for a discussion of the Seven Churches Devotion and St. 
Filippo Neri’s contribution to early modern devotional exercises in the Roman catacombs.  
135 RLAB, inv. No. 17.872-3, fols. 43 [94], 12 [202]; without number [93], without number between 42v 
and 43r; BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fols. 107, 199r-200v, 246v-247v, and page between fols. 183 and 184; BNP, 
Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2343, fols. 98, 111v, 113, 115v, 116; see Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 
112-113, 171-180. 
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catacombs of St. Sebastian (Figs. 74–75).136 These archeological plans reflect his efforts 

to document and analyze the structure and organization of the sites as a whole, which was 

an extremely difficult endeavor considering the dark and disorienting nature of the 

underground complexes. In his plan of the catacombs of St. Priscilla, van Wnighe 

numbers the four rooms in which he had found and copied images. Van Winghe’s ground 

plan of the catacombs of St. Sebastian includes details about the locations of different 

staircases and notes different levels in the complex. Van Winghe and his contemporaries 

erroneously considered the catacombs of St. Sebastian and St. Callixtus to be one large, 

connected complex, which is apparent in his title, “Plan of a part of the catacomb that lies 

underground on the Via Appia near the church of S. Sebastiano, named after its founder 

Pope Callixtus, who died around the year 223.”137 Van Winghe, however, correctly notes 

that his plan only covered part of a larger complex that he had not yet been able to 

explore; he describes the materials and objects that he found in his explorations of the 

cemetery:  
 
One must assume that this catacomb was much larger, as the most famous 
of all, while a great part of the roads have been disturbed and blocked by 
falling earth…The different rooms that one encounters are square and of 
the same length and width, that is c. 12 or 15 palmi romani. And one can 

                                                
136 BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, unnumbered folio between 183v and 184r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 591. For the 
publication of Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea, Giovanni Severano included van Winghe’s plan of the 
catacomb of St. Priscilla. Severano also requested the use of van Winghe’s plan of the catacombs of St. 
Sebastiano from the collection of Cassiano dal Pozzo in a letter dated 21 July 1632; he was unable to obtain 
this image. Therefore, Severano included a new plan of the catacombs of St. Sebastian by Francesco 
Contini (Roma sotterranea, 185); Contini’s plan was not as extensive as van Winghe’s earlier plan. See 
Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” in Cassiano Dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum (Proceedings of 
a Conference Convened Jointly by the British Museum and the Warburg Institute on 14 and 15 December 
1989), ed. Ian Jenkins (Torino: Olivetti, 1992), vol. 1., Quaderni Puteani 2, 32-33; Schuddeboom, 
“Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 29-30; citing Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, Rome, Carteggio 
Puteano 4 (VI), 167r.  
137 For the translation, see Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 29, 32 n. 39; citing BAV, 
Vat. lat. 10545, unnumbered folio between fols. 183 and 184: “Pianta d’una parte del Cimiterio ch’è sotto 
terra nella via Appia a S. Sebastiano chiamata già da Calisto papa suo fondatore, il quale morse intorno 
l’an. 223.”  
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see in this catacomb the tombs more intact and better conserved than 
elsewhere, with their glass or earthenware lamps or gabled-top 
constructions made from small marble tablets to shelter candles or 
lamps.138 

Van Winghe’s title for his ground plan reflects his interests in mapping the structure of 

the complex and aiding future explorations of the site by noting blocked areas and 

speculating about the larger complex. The detail and general accuracy of van Winghe’s 

plans of the catacombs of St. Priscilla and the catacombs of St. Sebastian demonstrate the 

scholar’s rigorous exploration and observation of these sites, based on physical, 

archeological evidence rather than primarily documentary research.139 

 Van Winghe’s notes on the pagan and Christian inscriptions found in the 

catacombs reflect his interest in recording the discoveries made at these sites without 

obscuring the connections between early Christian and pagan Rome. In his original 

notebook in the Royal Library in Brussels, van Winghe introduces his collection of 

inscriptions and acknowledges that he had found both Christian and pagan antiquities in 

the cemetery:  
 
In the month of February 1590 in the vineyard of Hieronymus Cupis in the 
Via Salaria, not far from the Ponte Salaria, I witnessed the excavation of 
the following Christian inscriptions, and of some pagan inscriptions as 
well…this was once the Christian cemetery of Priscilla…amongst other 
remains some slabs of giant ceramic roofing-tiles were excavated, in the 
middle of which one could read the mutilated inscription ////OPVS 
DOLIAREX///// that also were found a few days ago on the Via Appia in 
some Christian crypts and also elsewhere in great number.140  

                                                
138 For the translation, see Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 30, 32 n. 47; citing BAV, 
Vat. lat. 10545, unnumbered folio between fols. 183 and 184: “Et e da credere che sia stato assai piu 
grande, come il piu famoso di tutti gli altri, essendo le vie per la magg[ior]. Parte guaste et turate della terra 
cascata, come se puo cognoscere per q[ues]to segno. Le capelle che se trovano a luogho a luogho sono 
quadre d’una medesima longezza et larghezza, cioè di 12. o 15. Palmi. Et se veggono in q[ue]sto Cemeterio 
le sepolture ne’muri piu intere et conservate, che altruove con lo lor Lucerne di vetro o di terra a caneo over 
certi appoggieti di qualche tavolette di marmo per mettervi candela o lucerna.”  
139 Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 30. 
140 For the translation, see Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 25; citing RLAB, inv. No. 
17.872-3, fol. 33r [48]: “Anno 1590 mense februarii vidi in vinea Hieronymi Copijs via Salaria non procul 
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Van Winghe’s introduction and description of the catacomb of Priscilla recordes details 

about the site such as its location, materials found, pagan and Christian inscriptions, and 

how these discoveries compared to antiquities found at other sites in Rome. By noting the 

pagan inscriptions in the catacomb of Priscilla, van Winghe acknowledged the complex 

cultural influences in late antique Rome. Van Winghe seems to have considered Christian 

antiquities as part of his broader interests in ancient Roman religion and culture, a point 

of view that distinguishes his work from Counter-Reformation scholarship on the early 

Christian past that defended an apologetic position.141  

Although van Winghe’s collection of drawings after Christian antiquities and his 

plans of the catacombs of St. Priscilla and St. Sebastian were innovative and significant 

contributions to the field of Christian archeology, his historical and iconographic 

interpretation of these visual sources was limited. Because van Winghe died in 1592 at 

the age of thirty-two and because the only surviving examples of his scholarship are 

fragmentary and dispersed notes, it is difficult to speculate as to how he would have 

framed and interpreted these collections in a treatise on ancient Rome.142  

Although van Winghe’s scholarship on the catacombs does not reveal a clear 

position regarding theological debates on the cult of images, copies of van Winghe’s 

collection of notes and drawings recording his discoveries and observations in the 

catacombs informed subsequent scholarship. His research contributed to Antonio Bosio’s 

                                                
a Ponte Salaria seqq. Inscriptiones christianas, cum nonnullis ethnicis (quas vide infra). Cemiterium olim 
fuit Christianorum Priscillae. Sunt enim et cryptae ibi cum loculis excavates ossibusque Humanis. Visuntur 
que eo loci superstites reliquiae templi quadrati inscriptionum statuarumque fragmenta, olim ibi effossa. 
Inter cetera monumenta recenter eruta errant tegulae illae aut imbrices ingentes fictiles, in quarum medio 
inscriptio mutila ////OPVS DOLIAREX///// quales paucis ante diebus repertae Via Appia in crypta 
christianorum et passim infinitae.” See Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 160. 
141 Schuddeboom, “Research in the Roman Catacombs,” 25-26. 
142 On the preservation of van Winghe’s manuscripts after his death, see note 124 on page 170 above.  
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Roma sotterranea, which includes several engravings modeled after van Winghe’s 

drawings of frescoes and antiquities from the catacombs in his treatise (Figs. 76–77).143 

 
EARLY CHRISTIAN ICONOGRAPHY AND VISUAL EXEGESIS IN L’HEUREUX’S 
HAGIOGLYPTA 

Van Winghe’s collection of drawings copying frescoes in the Roman catacombs 

informed Jean L’Heureux’s scholarship on early Christian iconography. L’Heureux and 

van Winghe had both received a humanist education in Louvain and had similar 

approaches to studying Christian antiquities.144 They became close friends and colleagues 

in Rome; upon van Winghe’s unexpected death, L’Heureux oversaw some of van 

Winghe’s affairs and ensured that his notebooks were sent to his brother, Hieronymus 

van Winghe.145 L’Heureux describes van Winghe’s collection of drawings of Christian 

antiquities from the catacombs in his treatise Hagioglypta sive Picturae et Sculpturae 

Sacrae Antiquiores, Praesertim quae Romae Reperiuntur.146 Based on their common 

academic interests and educational background, L’Heureux’s interpretation of early 

Christian iconography and its complex relationship to pagan traditions in Hagioglypta 

likely reflected van Winghe’s approach. 

                                                
143 Antonio Bosio had access to copies of Philips van Winghe’s drawings of the catacombs, which remain 
in a manuscript in the Biblioteca Vallicelliana in Rome. BVR, MS. G.6. Bosio also cited Philip’s 
scholarship in his description of the catacombs discovered on Via Salaria in 1578. BVR, MS. G.31, fols. 
644v-646r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 511-513. 
144 L’Heureux was born in Gravelines and studied under Paulus Leopardus (Paul Liebaert) in Bergues. 
After Leopardus’s death in 1567, L’Heureux studied philosophy at the University of Leuven; he moved to 
Rome in 1570. Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 50-51.  
145 L’Heureux wrote to Abraham Ortelius, the accomplished Flemish cartographer and a friend of van 
Winghe, in Antwerp about the arrangements that he had made for van Winghe’s belongings. Abraham 
Ortelius, Abrahami Ortelii Geographi Antverpiensis et virorum eruditirum ad eundem et ad Jacobum 
Colium Ortelianum Abrahami Ortelii sororis filium epistulae: cum aliquot aliis epistulis et tractatibus 
quibusdam ab utroque collectis (1524-1628), ed. Joannes Henricus Hessels (Cambridge: Typis Academiae, 
1887), 257, 269. See Schuddeboom, Philips van Winghe (1560-1592), 50-56; Schuddeboom, “Research in 
the Roman Catacombs,” 24.  
146 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 3-5; Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 254. 
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In Hagioglypta, L’Heureux argues that early Christian images should be admired 

and studied for their erudition and piety as forms of visual exegesis, which he compared 

to the wisdom found in the writings of the Church Fathers.147 L’Heureux’s treatise in two 

books had a structure that echoed Borromeo’s Sacred Painting. L’Heurex’s Book I 

describes early Christian art in churches and burial sites, focusing on particular examples 

in Rome. The second book considered common iconographic motifs and symbols by 

examining their relationship to literary sources.148 In the first lines of his preface, 

L’Heureux quotes Horace’s famous phrase, “ut pictura poesis” (as is painting so is 

poetry).149 L’Heureux applies Horace’s paragone of painting and poetry to early 

Christian art and literature by posing the question: 
 
But if we admire the ancient writings and books of the Church Fathers 
with both their great piety and their singular learning and wisdom, which 
shines forth in them, why not esteem their pictures, which express the 
same things in paint that texts do in line and letters and which flow from 
the same fount of wisdom and devotion?150  

                                                
147 In 1605, L’Heureux received permission from the Inquisitor of St-Omer to publish Hagioglypta, but 
L’Heureux never published the treatise. After the author’s death, L’Heureux’s manuscript entered the 
collection of Jean Bolland and then the Bollandist Library where Raffaele Garrucci found it. Garruci 
published the treatise in 1856 with minor formal revisions and comments in the editor’s preface. 
L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, v-xii. This treatise has never been translated from the original Latin, and two 
essays written by Ingo Herklotz and Irina Oryshkevich are the only modern scholarship on the text. Ingo 
Herklotz, “Die Hagioglypta des Jean L’Heureux: Ein vergessener Beitrag zur Historisierung der 
Kunstbetrachtung um 1600,” in Testi, immagini e filologia nel XVI secolo: Atti delle giornate di studio, 
Pisa, Scuola Normale Superiore, 30 settembre - 1 ottobre 2004, ed. Eliana Carrara and Silvia Ginzburg 
(Pisa: Edizioni della Normale, 2007), 471-504; Oryskevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 250-266. 
148 In Book I, the first chapter discussed art in churches (7-57), the second chapter considered art in 
cemeteries (59-106), and the third chapter addressed symbols found in cemeteries (106-113). Garrucci 
removed a long passage from book one on fish and vine motifs in the images of Jonah, and he placed it at 
the end of the treatise in the Excursus after Book II in the published edition of Hagioglypta (211-222). See 
Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 255. 
149 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 1; see Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 256. 
150 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 1: “Quod si veterum Ecclesiae Patrum scripta librosque miramur, cum ob 
insignem pietatem, tum propter excellentem et singularem doctrinam et sapientiam, quae in iis relucet, 
quidni eorum picturas non suspicimus, quae idem pigmentis enuntiant, quod scripta litteris et lineis, et ab 
eodem fonte religiosi animi et sapientis profluxerunt?” See Oryskevich, “Cultural History in the 
Catacombs,” 265. 
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By comparing early Christian images to the teaching of the Church Fathers, L’Heureux 

suggests that such images deserve to be given similar consideration as authoritative 

sources of the beliefs and culture of the early Church. L’Heureux’s claim challenged the 

idea that painting was inferior to or dependent upon texts.151 In Sacred Painting, Federico 

Borromeo had recommended that painters and sculptors should be well acquainted with 

the history and traditions of sacred art as well as literary sources and especially sacred 

texts.152 Rather than instructing artists to study texts, L’Heureux altered the conventional 

discussion of early Christian art by challenging theologians and historians to study and 

analyze images as erudite sources of ancient devotion and learning.  

In contrast to Federico Borromeo’s and Alfonso Chacón’s interpretations of the 

catacomb paintings as exclusively Christian in function and meaning, L’Heureux’s 

treatise explores the complex relationship between pagan and Christian iconography and 

culture in the catacombs.153 L’Heureux’s discussion of the catacombs differed from that 

of his contemporaries who primarily associated these sites with the cult of martyrs and 

repeatedly claimed that the early Church worshiped there during times of persecution.154 

In his introduction to early Christian art found at burial sites, L’Heureux only describes 

the catacombs as burial spaces, citing both pagan and early Christian authors.155 In 

contrast to Chacón’s efforts to identify figures represented in the catacombs as martyrs, 

                                                
151 Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 255. The idea of Christian painting as the “books of 
the illiterate,” which gained acceptance under Pope Gregory the Great, contributed to the idea that images 
were dependant upon texts. In his letter to Bishop Serenus of Marseilles from 599, Pope Gregory the Great 
presented his views on the relationship between texts and images. On Pope Gregory the Great’s influence 
on sacred art, see page 55 in Chapter Two above and note 80 on page 158 above.  
152 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 60-61. 
153 Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 255-257.  
154 Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 260-261. For example, Cesare Baronio’s statements 
about the catacombs in the Annales particularly contrast L’Heureux’s approach to these sites. On Baronio’s 
report about the 1578 discovery and his interpretation of the catacombs as sacred spaces, see pages 113-119 
in Chapter Three above.  
155 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 59-64. 
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L’Heureux did not attempt to locate the graves of martyrs based on the symbols or 

imagery found in the catacombs.156 Unlike Federico Borromeo’s Sacred Painting, in 

Hagioglypta L’Heureux did not interpret scenes of Daniel in the lions’ den or the three 

young men in the fiery furnace in the catacombs as responses to the historical context of 

persecutions against the early Church (Figs. 32–34, 66, 69).157 Instead, he observed the 

themes of salvation represented in these narratives.158  

L’Heureux was particularly interested in how early Christian images interpreted 

and changed aspects of their textual sources. In Hagiogypta, he observes that images of 

Daniel in the lions’ den often show the prophet with two lions while the Scriptures report 

seven (Figs. 32–34).159 The painters in the catacombs also portray Daniel as nude, which 

is not specified in the scriptural narrative. Unlike many of his contemporaries who 

censored Renaissance artists for inaccurately representing religious subjects and painting 

indecorous nude figures in sacred art,160 L’Heureux considers the representation of 
                                                
156 Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 262. See pages 156-160 above for Chacón’s 
interpretations of catacomb paintings as imagery of saints and martyrs.  
157 Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 101. 
158 Oryschkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 263; citing L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 75-77. 
159 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 75: “Daniel inter leones, itidem juvenculus, nudus, duobus hinc inde ad pedes 
ejus leonibus positis, quamvis Scriptura dicta fuisse septem.” Daniel 14:31 (Douay-Rheims Bible): “And in 
the den there were seven lions, and they had given to them two carcasses every day, and two sheep: but 
then they were not given unto them, that they might devour Daniel.” 
160 In Dialogo nel quale si raciona degli errori e degli abusi de’ pittori circa l’istorie (1564), Giovanni 
Andrea Gilio presents a detailed argument against artists’ errors and abuses concerning issues of decorum; 
he particularly criticizes Michelangelo’s Last Judgment for its representation of countless nude forms in the 
Sistine Chapel. Paolo Veronese’s The Feast in the House of Levi (1573) is another famous example of 
Counter-Reformation censorship. The Roman Inquisition questioned Veronese about the extraneous details 
and lavish setting in this painting, which he originally intended to portray the Last Supper. Veronese was 
forced to rename the painting The Feast in the House of Levi to satisfy his accusers. Giovanni Andrea 
Gilio, Dialogo nel quale si raciona degli errori e degli abusi de’ pittori circa l’istorie (1564) in Trattati 
d'arte del Cinquecento, fra manierismo e Controriforma, vol. 2, ed. Paola Barocchi (Bari: G. Laterza, 
1961), 1-115. See James A. Connor, The Last Judgment: Michelangelo and the Death of the Renaissance 
(New York: Palgrave Macmilian, 2009); Philipp P. Fehl, “Veronese and the Inquisition: A Study of the 
Subject Matter of the so-called Feast in the House of Levi,” Gazette des beaux-arts 103 (1961): 325-354; 
Paul H. D. Kaplan, “Veronese and the Inquisition: The Geopolitical Context,” in Suspended License: 
Censorship in the Visual Arts, A Samuel and Althea Stroum Book, ed. Elizbeth C. Childs (Seattle, WA: 
University of Washington Press, 1997), 85-124. 
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Daniel as nude to be a legitimate interpretation of the Scriptures. He suggests that by 

depicting Daniel nude, the painters emphasized how quickly the beasts could have 

devoured him.161 Likewise, L’Heureux observes that images of Tobias catching a fish in 

the catacombs also show the figure of Tobias as nude, which he interprets as implying 

that Tobias was not only washing his feet but had stripped off all of his clothes to bathe 

his entire body when the monstrous fish came to devour him.162 L’Heureux’s 

examination of images in relationship to the scriptural sources of these narratives 

demonstrates his sympathetic understanding of early Christian painting as a form of 

exegesis.  

L’Heureux also considers the relationship between pagan and early Christian art, 

a comparative approach that differed from Federico Borromeo’s cursory discussion of 

pagan imagery in the catacombs. L’Heureux’s analysis of early Christian imagery of 

Orpheus took into account the complex and conflicting views of the Church Fathers 

regarding pagan culture and religion (Fig. 64).163 L’Heureux compares scenes of Orpheus 

among the wild animals in the catacombs with pastoral imagery of a peaceful kingdom in 

the prophecy of Isaiah: 
 
The wolf shall dwell with the lamb: and the leopard shall lie down with 
the kid: the calf and the lion, and the sheep shall abide together, and a little 
child shall lead them. The calf and the bear shall feed: their young ones 
shall rest together: and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. And the sucking 
child shall play on the hole of the asp: and the weaned child shall thrust 

                                                
161 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 75: “Sed cur nudus? An quia pictores nudatum putarunt, ut citius 
devoraretur.” See Oryschkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 263. 
162 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 75: “Sed cur etiam Tobias junior nudus? An forte quia pictores existimarunt a 
nudato piscem captum (2). Cum enim Scriptura ita narret: Et exivit (Tobias) ut lavaret pedes suos. Et ecce 
piscis immanis exivit ad devorandum eum, crediderunt forte non solum pedes sed et reliquum corpus 
apparasse vestibus exutis ad lavandum.” Tobias 6:3-4 (Douay-Rheims Bible): “And Tobias being afraid of 
him, cried out with a loud voice, saying: Sir, he cometh upon me. And the angel said to him: Take him by 
the gill, and draw him to thee. And when he had done so, he drew him out upon the land, and he began to 
pant before his feet.” 
163 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 176-188; Oryshkevich, “Cultural History in the Catacombs,” 263.  



 181 

his hand into the den of the basilisk. They shall not hurt, nor shall they kill 
in all my holy mountain, for the earth is filled with the knowledge of the 
Lord, as the covering waters of the sea.164 

By citing this prophetic vision of the Messiah bringing peace among the lion and the 

lamb, L’Heureux suggests that paintings of Orpheus bringing peace among the wild 

beasts with his music alluded to similar imagery in the Book of Isaiah. L’Heureux’s 

discussion of the figure of Orpheus also considers early Christian interpretations of pagan 

culture and religion. He quotes a passage from Book VII of Divinarum Institutionum (The 

Divine Institutes) by Lactantius; in this text, the fourth-century Christian apologist 

recounts the prophecies of the ancient Greek sibyls.165 Among Lactantius’s numerous 

passages from the ancient Greek sibyls, L’Heureux particularly notes the prophecy of the 

Erythraean Sibyl, stating “wolves shall not contend with lambs on the mountains, and 

lynxes shall eat grass with kids; boars shall feed with calves, and with all flocks; and the 

carnivorous lion shall eat chaff at the manger, and serpents shall sleep with infants 

deprived of their mothers.”166 L’Heureux’s reference to similar descriptions of a peaceful 

kingdom in the Bible and in the prophecy of the Erythrean Sibyl demonstrates his 

comparative approach, observing parallel ideas and images in ancient pagan and 

                                                
164 Isaiah, 11:6-9 (Douay-Rheims Bible). Isaiah 11: 6-9 from the Latin Vulgate Bible as quoted by 
L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 176-177: Habitabit lupus cum agno, et pardus cum haedo accubabit; vitulus, et 
leo, et ovis, simul morabuntur, et puer parvulus minabit eos. Vitulus et ursus pascentur, simul requiescent 
catuli eorum; et leo quasi bos comedet paleas. Et delectabitur infans ab ubere super foramine aspidis; et in 
caverna reguli qui ablactatus fuerit manum suam mittet. Non nocebunt, et non occident in universo monte 
sancto meo, quia repleta est terra scientia Domini, sicut aquae maris operientes.” L’Heureux also cited and 
quoted a similar passage from the Latin Vulgate Bible in Isaiah 65:25: “Lupus et agnus pascentur simul, leo 
et bos comedent paleas, et serpenti pulvis panis ejus. Non nocebunt, neque occident in omni monte sancto 
meo, dicit Dominus.” Isaiah 65:25 (Douay-Rheims Bible): “The wolf and the lamb shall feed together; the 
lion and the ox shall eat straw; and dust shall be the serpent’s food: they shall not hurt nor kill in all my 
holy mountain, saith the Lord.”  
165 L’Heureux, Hagioglypta, 177. L’Heureux cited Lactantius, Institutionum lib. VII, cap. XXIV. 
166 Lactantius, Divine Institutes, in Ante-Nicene Fathers VII, trans. William Fletcher, ed. Alexander 
Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 
1886), Book VII, Chapter 24. On Lactantius’s Divine Institutes and its historical context, see Elizabeth 
DePalma Digeser, The Making of a Christian Empire: Lactantius and Rome (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2000). 
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Christian culture. By citing Lactantius’s discussion of the Greek sibyls, L’Heureux was 

able to show how early Christian authors appropriated and reinterpreted aspects of pagan 

culture in the formation of Christian theology and imagery. 

L’Heureux’s approach to the complex relationship between pagan and Christian 

culture in early Christian iconography recalls Philips van Winghe’s documentation of 

pagan and Christian antiquities in Rome’s ancient catacombs. While Philips van Winghe 

and Jean L’Heureux sought to illustrate and explain the complex nature of early Christian 

art in the catacombs, Alfonso Chacón’s and Federico Borromeo’s analysis of the 

catacomb paintings as devotional images for the early Church’s cult of martyrs supported 

Catholic polemics and reform movements. Although Alfonso Chacón and Philips van 

Winghe had different objectives for their scholarship on the catacombs, both men 

recognized the value of documenting and interpreting the images found at these sites as 

historical sources; they attempted to understand the structure, organization, and function 

of these intricate and disorienting underground complexes.  

The collections of drawings of the catacombs formed by Chacón and van Winghe 

reflect changes in collecting practices in post-Tridentine Rome. Fifteenth- and early 

sixteenth-century artists and collectors had revived the study and emulation of classical 

pagan antiquities.167 Conversely, the Counter-Reformation papacy celebrated the 

Church’s destruction of pagan idols.168 Post-Tridentine reformers promoted the revival 

and emulation of early Christian art, which had been dismissed by fifteenth- and early 
                                                
167 Hans Henrick Brummer, The Statue Court in the Vatican Belvedere (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 
1970); Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500-
1900 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), 7-15; Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: 
Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999); Christian, Empire without End. This represents a selection of works in an extensive bibliography on 
the collection and revival of classical antiquities in Renaissance Rome.  
168 See pages 53-55 in Chapter Two above on the transition from High Renaissance tastes for classical 
antiquities to the Counter-Reformation papacy’s war on idolatry, which Tomasso Laureti’s fresco of The 
Triumph of Christianity exemplifies.  
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sixteenth-century artists and theorists, such as Giorgio Vasari, who had argued that the 

arts had experienced a decline during the era of Constantine.169 As the first antiquarians 

to document and study the early Christian images found in the catacombs, Chacón’s and 

van Winghe’s collections reflect changing views about the value of studying and 

emulating Christian antiquities. Rather than seeing early Christian art as inferior to the 

genius of classical Rome, post-Tridentine scholars argued that Christian antiquities had 

immense value; they were authoritative sources on early Christian theology and tradition 

that were comparable to the writings of the Church Fathers.170  

The use of visual sources as authenticating evidence in post-Tridentine 

scholarship marks a development in historical and archeological methods. Chacón and 

van Winghe both collected and analyzed drawings of the catacomb paintings in order to 

solve a problem and “illustrate or explain a certain situation,” which as noted earlier 

Momigliano defined as the objective of a historian’s work.171 Chacón’s scholarship 

illustrated the early Church’s use of the catacombs as burial sites and devotional spaces 

for the cult of relics and martyrs. Van Winghe studied antiquities to explain the 

relationship between pagan and Christian culture in late antique Rome. Furthermore, the 

collections created by Chacón and Van Winghe allowed other early modern scholars, 

such as Federico Borromeo and Jean L’Heureux, to study the catacomb paintings in their 

research on early Christian iconography.172  

                                                
169 See pages 138-140 above for Vasari’s interpretation of artistic decline under Emperor Constantine.  
170 See pages 113-119 in Chapter Three above for Cesare Baronio’s claims that the catacombs confirmed 
early Christian texts. See pages 162-163 above for Federico Borromeo’s statements on the value of images 
as sources of instruction. See pages 177-178 above for Jean L’Heureux’s argument that theologians and 
historians should study early Christian images.  
171 Momigliano, “Ancient History and the Antiquarian,” 286. See pages 141-142 above. 
172 For references to Chacón’s and van Winghe’s collections in studies on early Christian iconography, see 
my discussion of Federico Borromeo’s Sacred Painting on pages 161-167 above and Jean L’Heureux’s 
Hagioglypta on pages 176-182 above.  
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Following the 1578 catacomb discovery, the exploration of the Roman catacombs 

enabled Cesare Baronio and other Counter-Reformation polemicists to promote the claim 

of continuity by defending the early Christian origins of Catholic traditions that 

Protestant theologians and historians had argued were idolatrous practices.173 Early 

modern scholarship on the catacombs had practical and theological implications for the 

Tridentine Church. By arguing that the early Church venerated relics and images in the 

catacombs, early modern Catholic polemicists affirmed the Church’s theological 

positions on the nature of bodily resurrection, material continuity, and the nature of holy 

matter.174 

According to Cesare Baronio and his contemporaries, the discovery of images and 

relics in the catacombs confirmed the accounts of early Christian authors, such as St. 

Jerome and Prudentius, who described the emotive effect of these sites on visitors.175 By 

examining archeological sources and identifying parallels between early Christian texts 

and images, post-Tridentine scholars strengthened their interpretation of the early 

Christian past as being consistent with sixteenth-century Catholic devotions and 

theology. In the early seventeenth century, Antonio Bosio continued to develop this 

comparative approach in his scholarship on the Roman catacombs. His research would 

culminate in Roma sotterranea (1635), the first comprehensive study of the Roman 

catacombs. Roma sotterranea included over two hundred engravings illustrating the 

paintings, sarcophagi, and inscriptions found in the catacombs.176  

                                                
173 On Baronio’s contributions to early modern Christian archeology and his reference to discoveries in the 
catacombs in the Annales, see pages 112-119 in Chapter Three above and pages 250-259 in Chapter Six 
below.  
174 On theological debates about the nature of holy matter, see pages 34-38 in Chapter One. On the doctrine 
of bodily resurrection and the concept of material continuity, see pages 120-121 in Chapter Three above.  
175 On emotive interpretations of the catacombs based on early Christian texts, see pages 113-119 in 
Chapter Three.  
176 Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea will be the subject of Chapter Seven.  
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In addition to addressing polemical questions, early modern textual scholarship on 

the catacombs by Onofrio Panvinio and Cesare Baronio, together with the sixteenth-

century collections of drawings copying and interpreting the catacomb paintings, 

provided Catholic reformers and patrons with new sources to inform the restoration and 

reform of liturgical art.177 During the last decades of the sixteenth century, the papacy and 

college of cardinals worked to restore several early Christian basilicas. Post-Tridentine 

bishops such as Carlo and Federico Borromeo and Gabriele Paleotti encouraged patrons 

and artists to undertake this work by looking to early Christian models.178 Thus a revival 

of early Christian art and architecture was to restore the piety of the ancient Church in the 

Tridentine era. In fact, these restoration projects did not closely imitate the style or 

iconographic motifs of early Christian art and architecture. Instead, Catholic reformers 

commissioned several gruesome martyrdom cycles in the 1580s and 1590s to redecorate 

early Christian churches.  

I argue that misinterpretations of the painted catacombs enabled early modern 

Catholics to use these early Christian burial spaces as models for emotive imagery that 

inspired the redecoration of Rome’s early Christian churches in the late sixteenth century. 

Early modern Catholic scholars and reformers, such as Alfonso Chacón and Federico 

Borromeo, had promoted the assumption that sacred art in the catacombs reflected the 

suffering and persecutions endured by the early Christians. Filippo Neri’s affective 

spiritual exercises in the catacombs and his revival of the Seven Churches Devotion had 

also popularized ideas about the emotive power of these early Christian sites as 

devotional spaces.179 Interpreted by sixteenth-century Catholic polemicists, reformers, 

                                                
177 On Onofrio Panvinio’s research, see pages 95-103 in Chapter Three above. On Cesare Baronio, see 
pages 112-119 in Chapter Three above and pages 250-259 in Chapter Six below.  
178 See pages 75-85 in Chapter Two above.  
179 See pages 90-95 in Chapter Three above.  
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and pilgrims as the first humble chapels of Rome’s persecuted early Christian church, the 

catacombs served as ancient and emotionally moving exemplars of the appropriate setting 

for devotion to the martyrs and the celebration of the liturgy. Focus now fell on them as 

places that embodied the martyrs’ persecution, suffering, death, and ultimate triumph.  
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PART 3:  
IMAGINING THE CATACOMBS:  

THE COUNTER-REFORMATION REVIVAL OF EARLY 
CHRISTIAN ROME 

 
Chapter 5:  

Early Jesuit Art at S. Stefano Rotondo:  
Recreating the Spirit of the Persecuted Church 

 

 In the late sixteenth century, the Jesuit Order in Rome was growing rapidly; it 

received several early Christian and medieval churches for its collegiate institutions. The 

Jesuits immediately undertook to decorate the collegiate chapels of S. Saba (founded late 

sixth century), S. Apollinare (seventh century), and S. Stefano Rotondo (late fifth 

century) for their German-Hungarian college. Pope Gregory XIII paid for the restoration 

of these three churches, entrusting Michele Lauretano (1537–1587), the rector of the 

German-Hungarian college (1573–1587), to direct the artistic program at each site.1 The 

three chapels redecorated under Lauretano’s leadership provide case studies of changing 

attitudes toward early Christian revival in the late sixteenth century, following the 1578 

discovery of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria. Prior to 1578, the redecoration of 

Rome’s early Christian pilgrimage sites, such as San Saba (1575), most often focused on 

restoring altarpieces and apse decorations with frescoes that mimicked the iconography 

of medieval mosaics (Fig. 78).2 In the 1580s, however, the Jesuits introduced a new 

approach to the revival of early Christian Rome. Rather than focusing their efforts on the 
                                                
1 Gauvin Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque: Jesuit Art in Rome, 1565-1610 (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2003), 122-152. 
2 Pasquale Testini, San Saba, Le chiese di Roma illustrate 68 (Rome: Marietti, 1961); Flavia Strinati, “La 
ristrutturazione della chiesa di S. Saba tra il 1573 e il 1575: Il rapporto con l'antico tra Lauretano e 
Baronio,” in Baronio e le sue fonti: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Sora 10-13, Ottobre 2007, 
Fonti e studi Baroniani 4, ed. Luigi Gulia (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani Vincenzo Patriarca, 2009), 579-
713; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 126-128; Bailey, “Jesuit Art Patronage before 1580,” in 
The Mercurian Project: Forming Jesuit Culture, 1573-1580, Bibliotheca Instituti Historici Societatis Jesu 
55, ed. Thomas M. McCoog (Rome: Institutum Historicum Societatis Iesu, 2004), 745-786. 
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apse and high altar, the Jesuits commissioned Niccoló Circignani (1517/1524–c.1596) to 

paint the first large-scale martyrdom cycles in Rome at S. Apollinare and S. Stefano 

Rotondo in 1581–1582 (Figs. 79–81).3 Circignani’s fresco cycle at S. Apollinare 

depicting the life and martyrdom of the church’s patron saint on the nave walls of the 

church were lost in a subsequent renovation; it is only known through a print series after 

the late sixteenth-century frescoes (Fig. 79).4 The Jesuit’s renovation of S. Stefano 
                                                
3 Circignani first received two payments of 60 scudi and then 20 scudi for his work in the lower level of the 
tribune at S. Apollinare (8 July, 12 August 1581). Mara Nimmo, ‘“L’Età perfetta della virilità” di Nicolò 
Circignani,” Studi romani 3-4 (1984): 203; citing Archivio del Collegio Germanico-Ungarico, Rome 
(ACGU), Libro del Collegio Germanico di Roma - B, 91a, 108a. Circignani also received his first payment 
of 50 scudi for his work in S. Stefano Rotondo in October 1581. Gauvin Bailey, Between Renaissance and 
Baroque, 317 n. 192; citing Nimmo, “Alcune precisazioni su Santo Stefano Rotondo,” Ricerche di storia 
dell'arte 25 (1985): 101; ACGU, Busta Ricevute 1580—1583, “Ricevuto di Mastro Nicolò pittore di scudi 
cinquanta di moneta,” unpaginated. Gauvin Bailey reports that this document has gone missing since its 
publication by Mara Nimmo. After a brief hiatus, Circignani returned to work in both churches and 
executed the nave frescoes at S. Apollinare and the ambulatory frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo 
simultaneously between March and August 1582. Circignani’s first payment of 130 scudi from 18 May 
1582 was for both projects. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 315 n. 171; citing ACGU, Libro del 
Collegio Germanico di Roma – B, 162a. Circignani received his final payment of 100 scudi for his work at 
S. Apollinare on 28 August 1582. Nimmo, “L’Età perfetta della virilità,” 205; citing ACGU, Libro del 
Collegio Germanico di Roma – B, 137b, 162a-b. For the ambulatory frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo, 
Circignani was paid 10 scudi for each panel, which came to a total of 320 scudi for 32 panels; he received 
the payment on August 28, 1582. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 317 n. 194; citing ACGU, 
Libro del Collegio Germanico di Roma – B, 162b. For additional payment records regarding Circignani 
work retouching his earlier paintings and other smaller projects between August and December 1582, see 
Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 317 n. 194.  

For Circignani’s martyrdom cycles at S. Apollinare and S. Stefano Rotondo, see Claudio M. 
Mancini, S. Apollinare: La chiesa e il palazzo, Le chiese di Roma illustrate 93 (Rome: Edizioni Roma, 
1967); Herwarth Röttgen, “Zeitgeschichtliche Bildprogramme der katholischen Restauration unter Gregor 
XIII (1572 - 1585),” Münchener Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 26, n. 3 (1975): 89-122; Thomas Buser, 
“Jerome Nadal and Early Jesuit Art in Rome,” Art Bulletin 58, no. 3 (1976): 424-433; Leif Holm Monssen, 
“Rex Gloriose Martyrum: A Contribution to Jesuit Iconography,” Art Bulletin 63, no. 1 (1981): 130-137; 
Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle in Santo Stefano Rotondo, Part I.” Acta ad Archaeologiam et Artium 
Historiam Pertinentia: Series Altera in 8 2 (1982): 175-317; Monssen, “Triumphus and Trophae Sacra: 
Notes on the Iconography and Spirituality of the Triumphant Martyr,” Konsthistorik Tidskrift 51 (1982):10-
20; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle in Santo Stefano Rotondo, Part Two, the Frescoes and Santo Stefano 
Rotondo.” Acta ad Archaeologiam et Artium Historiam Pertinentia: Series Altera in 8 3 (1983): 11-106; 
Alexandra Herz, “Imitators of Christ: The Martyr-Cycles of Late Sixteenth Century Rome Seen in 
Context,” Storia dell’arte 62 (1988): 53-70; Leslie Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style: Niccolò Circignani 
in Counter-Reformation Rome,” Word and Image 15, no. 2 (1999): 170-189; Bailey, Between Renaissance 
and Baroque, 128-152. 
4 Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Beati Apollinaris martyris primi Ravennatum episcopi res gestae (Rome: 
Bartholomaei Grassi, 1586). The second edition of Cavallieri’s Ecclesiae militantis triumphi…in Ecclesia 
S. Stephani Rotundi bound the series after S. Apollinare’s martyrdom cycle with the prints after S. Stefano 
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Rotondo is, thus, a better model for analyzing the Order’s approach to the revival of early 

Christian Rome. 

Since the early nineteenth century, a central question guiding scholarship of late 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Roman art and architecture has been whether the 

Jesuits created or adopted a particular artistic style or cultural identity that characterized 

the Society’s mission and character.5 Rather than addressing the often debated question 

of whether the Order’s commissions reflect a “Jesuit style,” I will focus on how the 

martyrdom imagery created for the Jesuit’s collegiate chapels in the 1580s related to the 

Order’s devotional practices, their educational program, and their involvement in the 

origins of Christian archeology.6  

Previous scholarship on early Jesuit art has often referred to the late sixteenth-

century exploration of the catacombs as a significant factor contributing to the growth in 

early modern devotion to the cult of martyrs.7 Nonetheless, the relationship between the 

                                                
Rotondo. See Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque 131. Pompeo Ugonio also described the 
decoration of S. Apollinare. Pompeo Ugonio, Historia delle stationi di Roma (Rome: Bartholomeo 
Bonfadino, 1588), 285-286. 
5 The idea of the Jesuit Style originated from anti-Jesuit sentiments and early nineteenth-century post-
revolution debates about the relationship between social institutions and their artistic and architectural 
projects. For a historiography on the nineteenth-century origins of the idea of a Jesuit style, see Evonne 
Anita Levy, Propaganda and the Jesuit Baroque (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 15-41. 

Contemporary scholars favor an eclectic interpretation of Jesuit art and emphasize the diversity of 
the Order’s building programs and other artistic productions.  Although the idea of a Jesuit style has 
become an overly generalized and even derogatory label, the debate about whether Jesuit architecture and 
art reflects the Society’s unique character has persisted and remains an open question. On the debate 
concerning the “Jesuit style” and the Order’s contributions to the arts, see Carlo Galassi Paluzzi, Storia 
segreta dello stile dei Gesuiti (Rome: Francesco Mondini, 1951); Rudolf Wittkower and Irma B. Jaffe, eds., 
Baroque Art: The Jesuit Contribution (New York: Fordham University Press, 1972); O’Malley, et al., eds., 
The Jesuits: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts, 1540-1773 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); 
O’Malley and Bailey, eds., The Jesuits and the Arts, 1540-1773 (Philadelphia, PA: Saint Joseph's 
University Press, 2005); O'Malley et al., eds., The Jesuits, II: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts, 1540-1773 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006). 
6 On the Order’s contributions to the origins of Christian archeology, see pages 201-205 below. On Jesuit 
devotional practices and education, see pages 205-222 below. 
7 Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 431-433; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 85; Korrick, “On the 
Meaning of Style,” 177-178; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 124-125. 
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1578 catacomb discovery and the development of the first large-scale martyrdom cycles 

for the German-Hungarian college in the 1580s has not been fully explored. I argue that 

S. Stefano Rotondo recreated the terrifying and moving emotional experience that early 

modern Catholics associated with the catacombs. 

Although the style of Circignani’s frescoes has been compared to the catacomb 

paintings, the catacombs inspired Counter-Reformation art and the restoration of Rome’s 

early Christian churches in other ways. Thomas Buser comments that Circignani’s 

paintings had a “crude look,” and he suggests “perhaps he tried to give the series a 

primitive look, like the paintings in the ancient catacombs that had just been 

rediscovered.”8 But Circignani’s gruesome frescoes of early Christian martyrdom set in 

expansive landscapes did not resemble the late antique style of the early Christian 

frescoes in the catacombs. For example, Circignani’s fresco panel depicting persecutions 

under Emperors Maximinus II (270–313) and Licinius (c. 263–325) represents a young 

man’s dismembered and bleeding body on a table in the foreground (Fig. 82). A Roman 

persecutor stands over the martyr’s mutilated body with his arms raised holding a knife 

over his head, bringing his right arm up across his body and shifting his weight, ready to 

strike his victim again.9 Bloody corpses fill the middle ground of the landscape (Fig. 83). 

In the background, lions and wild boars attack Christians in an arena while a town lies in 

the distance along the horizon line, beyond the violent scenes (Fig. 84).10 In contrast to 

Circigani’s detailed landscape settings and his use of continuous narrative, the early 

Christian frescoes found in the catacombs typically represented one or two principal 

figures in narrative scenes and incorporated minimal landscape details (Fig. 30). 

                                                
8 Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 432.  
9 Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle in Santo Stefano Rotondo, Part I,” 264-289.  
10 Ibid.  
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Circignani’s muscular and dynamic figures also differ from late antique paintings. Even a 

cursory comparison of Circignani’s Roman persecutor raising his knife in this fresco to a 

Via Anapo scene of Abraham sacrificing Isaac demonstrates that Circignani’s painting 

style was not informed by early Christian paintings in the catacomb (Fig. 35). In the early 

Christian fresco, Abraham stands in a static frontal pose with his arm raised; robes 

obscure the form of Abraham’s body, which appears flat. This stylized early Christian 

representation of Abraham does not look like the muscular and dynamic figure depicted 

by Circignani; Circignani’s fresco does not bear a resemblance even to Chacón’s copy of 

this painting of Abraham sacrificing Isaac, which presented the figure of Abraham in a 

more naturalistic and classicizing style (Fig. 36).  

As previously discussed, early modern Catholics, such as Cesare Baronio, 

avoided or reframed the issue of style in their recommendations of early Christian images 

as models for the reform of sacred art.11 Post-Tridentine treatises on sacred art did not 

instruct contemporary artists to emulate the style of early Christian art; instead; Catholic 

reformers recommended that painters revive the iconography and devotional effect of 

early Christian art.  

Although the style of Circignani’s frescoes does not resemble early Christian art 

in the catacombs, the martyrdom cycle imaginatively recreated the iconographic themes 

and emotive power that early modern Catholics associated with the Via Salaria 

catacombs. Reports about the 1578 catacomb discovery had erroneously described the 

catacomb paintings as martyrdom images.12 This misinterpretation was based on patristic 

                                                
11 See pages 137-140 in Chapter Four above for further discussion about the issue of style in the early 
modern reception of classical and Christian antiquities.  
12 H. von Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae Romae invento in Canicularibus anno 1578,” Römische 
Quartalschrift für Christliche Alterthumskunde und für Kirchengeschichte 2 (1888): 211; see pages 109-
110 in Chapter Three above.  
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texts and popular devotions to the cult of martyrs in the catacombs that were considered 

to be a continuation of early Christian practices.13 Early modern Catholic scholars used a 

circular logic, however, to argue that the discovery confirmed the accounts of St. Jerome 

and Prudentius describing the catacombs as sacred spaces for the cult of martyrs that 

inspired terror, grief, and devotion.14 As I will demonstrate, the emotive imagery of early 

Christian martyrdom at S. Stefano Rotondo reflects early modern assumptions about the 

catacombs based on this text-image relationship. As sites that evoked dramatic visions of 

the suffering and devotion of the early Church, the catacombs stimulated creative 

interpretations and uses of the early Christian past following the 1578 discovery.  

Circignani created violent and horrifying imagery to depict the history of early 

Christian martyrdom; contemporary visitors praised this imagery for its ability to instruct 

and move the emotions of viewers.15 The series decorates the ambulatory of this centrally 

planned church; it completely encircles the sanctuary with thirty-two painted panels, 

organized chronologically and geographically (Fig. 85).16 Circignani designed the 

                                                
13 On the affective use of the catacombs in the sixteenth-century, see pages 90-95 and 107-136 in Chapter 
Three above.  
14 Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem Lib. XII, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 25 (Alexandria, VA: 
Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 375; Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144, in Prudentius II, Loeb 
Classical Library 398, trans. H. J. Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953), 312-315. For 
Jerome’s description of the catacombs, see page 14-15 in the Introduction. On Cesare Baronio’s report of 
the 1578 discover as a confirmation of the accounts by Jerome and Prudentius see pages 113-119 in 
Chapter Three.  
15 On the reception of Circignani’s martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo in the late sixteenth-century, 
see pages 196-197 and 236-239 below.  
16 For a comprehensive description and analysis of each panel in the fresco cycle and transcriptions of the 
text that accompany each image, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 1,” 175-317. Two of the 
original thirty-two panels were lost in a subsequent renovation of the church. The Roman numerals on this 
ground plan of the church (Fig. 85) identify each of the thirty existent fresco panels in the cycle. As 
Monssen has observed, the chronological and geographical organization of the series is flexible and has 
some discontinuities. Some events from different parts of the Roman Empire appear in the same panel and 
are not always placed in the proper chronological sequence. Rather than having a strict chronological 
sequence, the panels group events with similar themes that occurred within a general period of time labeled 
in the heading of the panel’s captions that is most often identified by the reigning emperor at the time. 
Although historical accuracy was an important issue for the reform of sacred art, these thematic grouping 
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compositions and painted the figures and the lower register of the panels (Fig. 86), and 

Matteo da Siena (1533–1588) assisted with the all’antica landscapes and architectural 

views in the upper register of the panels (Fig. 87).17 The series begins with an image of 

Christ’s crucifixion surrounded by martyr saints (Fig. 88), followed by the martyrdom of 

St. Stephen (Figs. 89–94), and it continues chronologically and thematically with images 

of martyrs from the first to the fifth century;18 the series represents the suffering of the 

martyrs as the imitation and continuation of Christ’s passion and triumph.19 Meditating 

on Circignani’s visual history of early Christian martyrdom, the Jesuits who worshipped 

at S. Stefano Rotondo could contemplate their devotions and their ministry as a 

continuation of the redeeming work of Christ crucified and all His saints. 

The Jesuit novices studying at the German-Hungarian and Roman colleges were 

the primary audience for these gruesome scenes of martyrdom at S. Stefano Rotondo.20  

The subject of Christian suffering and martyrdom was particularly relevant to the Jesuit 

                                                
were also appropriate for the devotional function of the frescoes, and the scenes still maintained a general 
chronological organization. Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 2,” 54.   
17 Giovanni Baglione, Le vite de’ pittori, scultori et architetti: Dal pontificato di Gregorio XIII del 1572 in 
fino a’ tempi di Papa Urbano Ottavo nel 1642 (Rome: Andrea Fei, 1642), 41, 44; cited in Monssen, “The 
Martyrdom Cycle…Part 2,” 19.  
18 Antonio Tempesta contributed two scenes to the ambulatory when he was working in the Chapel of 
Saitns Primus and Felicianus (1583–1584). He depicted the Madonna of the seven sorrows and a scene of 
the massacre of the Holy Innocents, which precedes the beginning of Circignani’s image of Christ’s 
crucifixion surrounded by martyr saints. In his description of S. Stefano Rotondo from 1588, Pompeo 
Ugonio reports that Tempesta’s scene of the Holy Innocents is the first in the church’s martyrdom cycle 
even though it was a later addition to Circignani’s program. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 
142, 148-149. For Ugonio’s description, see pages 196-197 below. 
19 The Jesuit Order’s emphasis on imitating the life of Christ built upon earlier devotional practices and 
literature such as De Imitatione Christi (c. 1418—1427) by Thomas à Kempis (c.1380–1471). Thomas à 
Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, trans. Leo Sherley-Price (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1952); see Jeffrey 
Chipps Smith, Sensuous Worship: Jesuits and the Art of the Early Catholic Reformation in Germany 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 37. On the imitation of Christ as a foundation for Jesuit 
identity and devotional practices, see pages 228-229 below.  
20 On educational practices of the German-Hungarian college and the use of S. Stefano Rotondo by Jesuit 
novices, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 62-84.  
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colleges, which trained future missionaries.21 By the 1580s, the Jesuit Order already had a 

lineage of martyrs. The first was Antonio Criminale, a missionary in India who was 

beheaded in Cape Cormorin in 1549.22 Violence against Jesuit missionaries escalated in 

the late sixteenth century. In 1570, thirty-nine Jesuit missionaries and the provincial 

Inácio de Azevedo were martyred during their journey to Brazil when French Huguenot 

pirates attacked their ship; a similar incident occurred in 1571 that resulted in the 

martyrdoms of Father Peter Diaz and his eleven companions.23 Based on these recent 

events, the Jesuit novices were highly aware that they would likely experience 

persecution resulting in martyrdom at the hands of Protestants or pagans. Circignani’s 

fresco cycle depicting the history of early Christian martyrdom taught the Jesuit novices 

how to think about that death as a continuation of the earthly suffering and heavenly 

glory of the early Christian martyrs.24  

While the imagery of early Christian martyrs at S. Stefano Rotondo alluded to 

contemporary persecutions experienced by Jesuit missionaries, the Order also developed 

martyrdom imagery in the 1580s that explicitly depicted contemporary persecutions and 

Jesuit martyrs. Following his work at S. Stefano Rotondo, Circignani painted a history of 

English saints and martyrs for the English college’s chapel of S. Tommaso di Canterbury 

(1582–1583);25 it featured a few scenes of contemporary Jesuit martyrs (Figs. 95–96).26 

                                                
21 On S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom imagery and its relationship to Jesuit missions to Protestant 
territories in northern Europe, see Kirstin Noreen, “Ecclesiae militantis triumphi: Jesuit Iconography and 
the Counter-Reformation,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 29, no. 3 (1998): 689-715. 
22 Dauril Alden, The Making of an Enterprise: The Society of Jesus in Portugal, Its Empire, and Beyond, 
1540-1750 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 50. 
23 Ibid., 74; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 65-66. 
24 On post-Tridentine devotions to the cult of martyrs in dialogue with new martyrdoms occurring in the 
late sixteenth century, see Brad Gregory, Salvation at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern 
Europe, Harvard Historical Studies 134 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 272-314. 
25 George Gilbert, an active and committed supporter of English Catholicism who became a Jesuit at the 
end of his life, paid for the fresco cycle at S. Tommaso di Canterbury. Gilbert gave 1,184 scudi to the 
English College in July 1582, and 700 scudi from this donation may have been intended for the fresco 
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The decoration of the recreation room in the Novitiate of S. Andrea al Quirinale (c.1580–

c.1611) featured the first comprehensive program depicting new Jesuit martyrs.27 The 

room’s martyrdom imagery included narrative scenes of the forty Jesuit missionaries who 

were killed en route to Brazil by Huguenot pirates (1570) (Fig. 97); the martyrdom of 

Rodolfo Acquaviva and his four companions in India (1583) was also depicted.28 In 

                                                
cycle. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 159, 324 n. 46; citing Archives of the Venerable English 
College, Rome (VEC), MS. 37 (Libro Mastro, 1579-1583), 227b. The limited payment records lend support 
to Bailey’s proposed dates for the cycle. The first document recording payments for painting materials is 
dated 9 August 1582. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 159, 324 n. 47; citing VEC, MS. 37 
(Libro Mastro 1579-1583), 157a, 170a. An Annual Letter for 1583 documented that the fresco cycle was 
completed in that year. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 159, 324 n. 49; citing Archivum 
Romanum Societatis Iesu, Rome (ARSI), Rom. 126b I, 302a. The cycle could not have been entirely 
completed before May 1583 because the series includes images of the martyrdom of two men who were 
killed in March and May of 1583.  

Although there has been some debate concerning the date of the fresco cycle and the 
documentation of the commission is limited, I support Gauvin Bailey’s proposed dates for the fresco cycle 
based on the limited documentation available. He suggests that it is most likely that Circignani began the 
project for the Venerable English College in Rome in the summer of 1582 and completed the majority of 
the project at that time and then finished a few additional panels depicting contemporary English Catholic 
martyrs in early 1583. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 158-159.  

On the martyrdom cycles at S. Tomasso di Canterbury, see Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 429-431; 
Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 153-165; Carol M. Richardson, “Durante Alberti, the Martyrs’ 
Picture and the Venerable English College, Rome,” Papers of the British School at Rome 73  (2005): 223-
263; Paul Keane, The Martyrs Cycle from the Church of the Venerable English College, Rome: A 
Translation and Commentary (Rome: Venerable English College, Rome, 2009); Richardson, “The English 
College Church in the 1580s: Durante Alberti’s Altarpiece and Niccolò Circignani’s Frescoes,” in The 
Church of the English College in Rome: Its History, Its Restoration (Rome: Gangemi Editore, 2009), 34-
51.  
26 Although the contemporary English Jesuit martyrs were not canonized saints, Pope Gregory XIII made 
allowances for the English college to use the relics of Jesuit martyrs in the consecration of altars and depict 
images of recent martyrs along the side walls of S. Tommaso di Canterbury. Bailey, Between Renaissance 
and Baroque, 156; Cardinal Gasquet, A History of the Venerable English College, Rome (London, 1920), 
122. On the canonization of new saints after the Council of Trent, see Miguel Gotor, I beati del papa: 
Santità, inquisizione e obbedienza in età moderna. Biblioteca della Rivista di storia e letteratura religiosa. 
Studi 16. Florence: Olschki, 2002. 
27 Gauvin Bailey presents an argument for dating the paintings in the recreation room of the Novitiate 
based on the events depicted in the decorative program. Because one principal narrative scene in the 
Novitiate occurred in 1583 and the last group of martyrs depicted in the frieze was killed in 1606, Bailey 
asserts that the decorative program likely began in the mid-1580s and was completed in the early 
seventeenth century sometime before the publication of Richeôme’s La peinture spirituelle in 1611. This 
argument challenges earlier scholarship that dated the martyrdom imagery in the recreation room to the 
1570s. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 62.  
28 The paintings in this room were lost during subsequent renovations of the Novitiate of S. Andrea al 
Quirinale. The program is only known through reproductive prints and descriptions of the decoration in 
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addition to the narrative imagery, portraits of Jesuit martyrs arranged in chronological 

order beginning with Antonio Criminale (d. 1549) and concluding with English Jesuits 

who were martyred in the Gunpowder Plot of 1606 appeared in a frieze that wrapped 

around the room. The sixteenth-century Jesuit martyrs depicted at S. Tommaso di 

Canterbury and the Novitiate of S. Andrea al Quirinale had not been canonized as 

saints;29 this imagery confidently promoted the sanctity of the Order’s new martyrs by 

representing their persecution and death as a continuation of the legacy of the early 

Christian martyrs. By teaching the Jesuit novices to think about contemporary 

persecutions facing the Church in parallel to the history of early Christian martyrdom, 

Circignani’s frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo established a precedent for the development 

of imagery promoting Jesuit martyrs as new saints.  

S. Stefano Rotondo quickly received attention and great praise from numerous 

Church leaders in Rome — including Pope Gregory XIII, Cardinal Alessandro Farnese 

(1520–1589), and Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti — for its martyrdom imagery.30 Within the 

context of contemporary discussions concerning the defense and reform of sacred art, the 

approval of these distinguished Church leaders indicates that Circignani’s martyrdom 

cycle was an appropriate and powerful form of devotional imagery.31 In Historia delle 

stationi di Roma (History of the Stations of Rome, 1588), Pompeo Ugonio, the first 

                                                
Louis Richeôme’s La peinture spirituelle (1611). Louis Richeôme, La peinture spirituelle (Lyon: Pierre 
Rigaud, 1611), 226; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 65-66.  
29 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 66, 156. On the canonization of new saints after the Council 
of Trent, see Miguel Gotor, I beati del papa. 
30 The rector of the Jesuits’ German-Hungarian college, Michele Lauretano, noted S. Stefano Rotondo’s 
distinguished visitors in his diary. Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 170, 185 n. 4; citing Michele 
Lauretano, “Memoria delle cose che occorreno giornalmente nel Collegio Germanico cominciando alli 28 
Ottob. 1582,” ACGU, Rome, MS Hist. 103, fols. 32, 49, 57. 
31 On the post-Tridentine reform of sacred art and Paleotti’s treatise, see pages 75-85 in Chapter Two 
above.  
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doctorate at the Jesuit Seminario Romano, describes the meaning and relevance of 

Circignani’s martyrdom cycle for contemporary audiences:  
 
And this church of Santo Stefano was so magnificently adorned and 
illustrated, that there was perhaps no church in all of Rome that is more 
beautiful and pleasing to see. For all of the wall that encloses and encircles 
the church has been painted with the history of the Holy Martyrs, 
beginning with the Holy Innocents, the first of them, and then on to Christ 
becoming the glorious King of the same Martyrs. Then it is through St. 
Stephen that all the others continue in the path of imitating Christ, 
following according to the order of their time and the various persecutions 
of the Christian name right up to our times.32  

In light of the numerous masterpieces in Rome by Michelangelo and Raphael, Ugonio’s 

statement that “there was perhaps no church in all of Rome that is more beautiful and 

pleasing to see” than S. Stefano Rotondo is surprising. To support this bold claim, 

Ugonio did not discuss the style or appearance of Circignani’s frescoes; rather, he 

describes the theme of continuity. S. Stefano Rotondo, he argues, is perhaps the most 

beautiful church in Rome because it encircles the worshiper with the history of the holy 

martyrs who “continue in the path of imitating Christ.” According to Ugonio, the beauty 

of S. Stefano Rotondo is based on the subject, which connected the suffering of the early 

Christians to the “persecutions of the Christian name right up to our times.” The fresco 

cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo only depicted early Christian martyrs from the first 480 years 

after Christ; captions labeling the subject of each panel clearly identified this chronology 

(Figs. 92–93).33  Ugonio’s description of the church, however, implies that the history 

                                                
32 For the translation see, Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 129; citing Ugonio, Historia delle 
stationi di Roma, 290-291: “è stata questa chiesa di S. Stefano si vagamente adornata et illustrata, che non 
vi è forse in Roma chiesa di più bella et più gioconda vista. Per cioche tutto il muro che attorno chiude e 
circonda la chiesa vi hanno fatto depingere con l’historia de santi Martiri cominiciando da i santi Innocenti 
primitie di quelli, et poi à Christo venendo Re glorioso de i medesimi Martiri. Indi per S. Stefano che è tutti 
gl’altri fece la strada d’imitar Christo, seguitando per l’ordine de i tempi et per le varie persecuzioni del 
nome Christiano infino all’età nostra.” See also Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 2,” 24.  
33 The last narrative scene in the series represents persecutions in Africa under Hunneric, king of the 
Vandals (477–484). Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 147.   
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continued to the present day; his understanding of the connection between early Christian 

and contemporary martyrdom was based on the underlying theme of continuity in 

Circignani’s frescoes rather than a precise description of the imagery. As Ugonio’s 

description demonstrates, this emotive martyrdom imagery encouraged viewers, 

specifically Jesuit novices, to make ahistorical leaps between the early Church and 

contemporary Catholicism.   

I argue that Circignani’s history of Christian martyrdom presented a compelling 

vision of the Church as semper eadem (ever the same);34 it affirmed the Catholic claim of 

continuity by demonstrating chronological continuity, material continuity, and affective 

continuity in Catholic devotion to the cult of martyrs. Connections between the early 

Christian martyrs and new Jesuit martyrs who followed the “path of imitating Christ” 

reflect chronological continuity. The relationship established between early Christian and 

contemporary martyrdom made it possible for the Jesuits to use the fresco cycle at S. 

Stefano Rotondo to envision other forms of continuity. The Jesuit novices could imagine 

the earthly and celestial effects that martyrdom would have on their physical bodies; they 

could also picture their devotions and preparation for martyrdom as an affective 

continuation of early Christian worship in the catacombs.  

The gruesome scenes of fragmented and desecrated bodies that fill the walls of S. 

Stefano Rotondo alluded to material continuity, the concept that the identity connected to 

one’s physical body lasts through corruption in death and reunification in the 

resurrection.35 The violent martyrdom imagery confronted the Jesuit novices with the 
                                                
34 On the theme of the Catholic Church semper eadem, see Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio 
and the Roman Catholic Vision of the early Church,” in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the 
Renaissance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 58-63. 
35 Carolyn Walker Bynum, “Material Continuity, Personal Survival and the Resurrection of the Body: A 
Scholastic Discussion in Its Medieval and Modern Contexts,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays 
on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 240-243. For my 
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bodily consequences of martyrdom; like the persecuted early Christians, the Jesuit 

novices’ physical bodies might be tortured and dismembered.36 Martyrdom 

simultaneously desecrated and glorified the body. By meditating on the images at S. 

Stefano Rotondo, the Jesuit novices could anticipate this paradox in relationship to their 

own physical bodies, which might be tortured and sanctified through martyrdom. The 

Jesuits honored the relics of St. Stephen and other martyrs at S. Stefano Rotondo in 

expectation of the future wholeness that the saints would receive in the resurrection.37 

While celebrating the Mass at S. Stefano Rotondo, Jesuit novices could imagine the same 

glory that would come to them through martyrdom.38 The material continuity implied by 

the cult of relics anticipated the future reintegration of the saints’ holy bodies in the 

resurrection as well as the unity of the Church and all its saints with Christ. Within the 

context of violence, heresy, and disunity in early modern Europe; the promise of unity 

and wholeness had a particular timeliness for Jesuits facing persecutions. I argue that S. 

Stefano Rotondo’s gruesome imagery encouraged Jesuit novices to reflect on the material 

continuity of the martyrs’ holy bodies in relationship to the bodily consequences of their 

own possible martyrdom. Their partible bodies ensured Church wholeness.  

As I will demonstrate in the following sections, Circignani’s terrifying scenes of 

Christian martyrdom created an emotive devotional space that was reminiscent of what 

early modern Catholics imaged early Christian worship in the catacombs would have 

been like. The Jesuit novices could imagine their devotions in connection to early 
                                                
discussion on material continuity and the post-Tridentine views on the cult of relics, see pages 120-121 in 
Chapter Three above.  
36 On the theme of the broken and tortured body in early modern devotions to the cult of martyrs and in 
devotional imagery, see Opher Mansour, “Not Torments, but Delights: Antonio Gallonio’s Trattato de gli 
instrumenti di martirio of 1591 and Its Illustrations,” in Roman Bodies: Antiquity to the Eighteenth 
Century, ed. Andrew Hopkins and Maria Wyke (London: British School at Rome, 2005), 167-184. 
37 On the relics and altar dedications at S. Stefano Rotondo and the saints’ feast days celebrated in 
connection to Circiganani’s fresco cycle, see Monsenn, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 98-101. 
38 On the liturgical use of S. Stefano Rotondo, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 86-96.  
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Christians who “painted and venerated sacred images” of the martyrs in the catacombs.39 

The anonymous description of the Via Salaria catacombs from 1578 illustrates how the 

catacombs stimulated pictorial imagination of the Church of the martyrs, stating “whence 

can be conjectured the persecutions, sufferings, and piety of the holy lives of the early 

Church”;40 this statement could also be made about S. Stefano Rotondo and its moving 

imagery of the “various persecutions of the Christian name.”41 The devotional use of 

Circignani’s martyrdom imagery by the Jesuit novices was comparable to early modern 

interpretations of sacred art in the catacombs.42 According to Federico Borromeo, the 

early Christians painted scenes of Noah in the ark and Daniel naked among the lions as a 

reflection of the “flood of calamities that they endured”; these scenes, he argued, 

“admonished that all hope must be placed in God.”43 In this way, the catacomb paintings 

prepared the early Christians for their possible martyrdom. Like the early Christians who 

used images depicting the suffering and faith of Noah and Daniel to think about the 

persecutions they would face, the Jesuits surrounded themselves with paintings of early 

Christian persecutions that admonished them to continue the “path of imitating Christ” 

exemplified by the early Christian martyrs.44 As they meditated upon terrifying images of 

                                                
39 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211-212. This quotation is from the anonymous description of 
the Via Salaria catacombs from 1578. See note 91 on page 111 in Chapter Three above. On the anonymous 
description of the 1578 discovery and its interpretation of the catacombs as terrifying devotional spaces for 
the cult of martyrs, where the early Christians “painted and venerated sacred images,” see pages 107-112 in 
Chapter Three above.  
40 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae” 211; see note 90 on page 110 in Chapter Three above. 
41 Ugonio, Historia delle stationi di Roma, 290-291. See note 32 on page 197 above. 
42 On the use of images in Jesuit devotional practices and the “composition of place,” see the section 
below.  
43 Federico Borromeo, Sacred Painting; Museum, I Tatti Renaissance Library 44, trans. and ed. Kenneth S. 
Rothwell, with an introduction and notes by Pamela M. Jones (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2010), 101. Although Sacred Painting was not published until 1625, Federico Borromeo began drafting the 
treatise during his stay in Rome (1586–1596); he formed this interpretation of the use of sacred art in the 
catacombs at this time. Federico Borromeo, De Pictura Sacra (Milan: Bibliotheca Ambrosiana, 1624). On 
Borromeo’s Sacred Painting, see pages 161-168 in Chapter Four above.  
44 Ugonio, Historia delle stationi di Roma, 290-291. See note 32 on page 197 above. 
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the persecutions, suffering, and piety of the early Christians, the Jesuit novices at S. 

Stefano Rotondo could imagine their devotions as an affective recreation of early 

Christian worship in the catacombs.   

 

THE SOCIETY OF JESUS AND THE EXCAVATION OF THE CATACOMBS 

The Jesuit Order promoted the early Christian revival movement not only by 

restoring pilgrimage churches such as S. Stefano Rotondo but also by contributing to the 

early modern exploration of the catacombs.45 Although the Roman Oratory of St. Filippo 

Neri has often been credited with the birth of Christian archeology,46 early modern 

fascination with the catacombs was obviously not limited to any particular religious 

group.  

At the time of the 1578 catacomb discovery, Pope Gregory XIII called Everard 

Mercurian, the Fourth Superior General of the Jesuit Order, to investigate the painted 

catacombs.47 As one of the first church leaders sent to the newly discovered site, 

Mercurian represented the Jesuit Order’s claim to a primary role in the excavation of the 

catacombs. The German-Hungarian college had a vineyard on Via Salaria that Pope 

Gregory XIII gave to them in 1576; the Jesuit novices who visited the vineyard for 

retreats would have been aware of the exciting discoveries occurring in the nearby 

vineyard of Bartolomeo Sanchez, less than two kilometers away.48  

                                                
45 Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea tra pietà oratoriana e interessi gesuitici,” in 
Baronio e le sue fonti, 435-487; Ghilardi, “Oratoriani e gesuiti alla ‘conquista’ della Roma sotterranea nella 
prima età moderna,” Archivio italiano per la storia della pietà 23 (2009): 183-231. 
46 For a summary of the historiography of Christian archeology and its emphasis on the contributions of the 
Roman Oratory and Antonio Bosio, see Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 437-439. 
47 BAV, Urb. Lat. 1046, f. 256. See my discussion of the papal avisso urbanate announcing the 1578 
discovery on pages 105-106 in Chapter Three above.  
48 Ghilardi, “Oratoriani e gesuiti,” 198; citing Bullarium Privilegiorum Romanorum ac Diplomattum 
Romanorum Pontificum Amplissima Collectio, vol. 4, part III, (Rome: Typis et Sumptibus Hieronymi 
Mainardi, 1746), 325-327.  
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Jesuit leaders were particularly involved in the early modern relic trade connected 

to the exploration of the catacombs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.49 

In 1575, just a few years before the 1578 discovery, the Jesuit Order requested 

permission from Pope Gregory XIII to excavate Rome’s ancient catacombs and exhume 

the relics of saints found at these sites.50 The Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (ARSI) 

preserves that formal request for relics, an Indultum extrahendi reliquias, written by 

Giovanni Nicolò de’ Notari, the leader of the Jesuit provinces of Rome and Tuscany.51 

The Jesuit Order’s request to search for and remove relics from ancient Roman 

cemeteries reflects the tremendous rise in the number of churches founded by the Jesuit 

Order, which necessitated the collection of relics to consecrate these sites and lend 

authority to the Order both in Europe and in their missions abroad.  

The Society continued to receive papal permissions to remove relics from well-

known early Christian burial sites in the 1580s. For example, Pope Sixtus V gave 

permission to Padre Francisco Rodriguez, the secretary of the Spanish Assistency of the 

Jesuit Order, to exhume relics from the catacombs of St. Sebastian that the Spanish Jesuit 

Bartolomeo Alcázar brought from Rome to Toledo in 1589.52  

Fortuitously providing relics for the Order, the Jesuits discovered the catacombs 

of St. Hermes or St. Bassila in the early seventeenth century while building residences for 

the German-Hungarian college at their vineyard on Via Salaria.53 Because the catacombs 

                                                
49 Ghilardi, “Oratoriani e gesuiti,” 183-231. 
50 Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea, 439-440.  
51 Ghilardi found the document and published it in the appendix to his article. Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma 
sotterranea,” 473; citing ARSI, Busta 152/1526, doc. 3.  
52 Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 440-441.   
53 For scholarship on the early Christian cemetery, see Orazio Marucchi, Le catacombe romane. Opera 
postuma (Rome: La Libreria dello stato, 1933), 568-581. As discussed in Chapter Three on pages 104-105 
above, some early modern scholars considered all of the cemeteries near Via Salaria to be part of a large, 
connected funerary complex that was identified as the catacombs of St. Priscilla. Antonio Bosio, however, 
described the Jesuit’s discovery while building on the grounds of the vineyard, and he identified the 
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were found on Jesuit property, members of the Society had the opportunity to explore the 

site; more importantly, the Order had immediate access to the relics and antiquities 

discovered there. In Roma sotterranea, Antonio Bosio describes his visit to the cemetery 

of St. Hermes in the Jesuits’ vineyard on 7 December 1608, noting that Scipione 

Cobelluzzi (the Cardinal-Priest of S. Susanna), Baldassare Ansidei (the custodian of the 

Vatican Library under Pope Paul V), and the Jesuit father Giovanni Battista Confaloniero 

accompanied him during the visit.54 Bosio mentions that some Jesuit fathers and 

particularly Father Laurino led his group’s visit;55 he describes the damages suffered in 

the cemetery of St. Hermes due to the Jesuits’ frequent removal of relics.56  

The discovery of the catacombs of St. Hermes in the vineyard of the German-

Hungarian college gave the Jesuits relics for churches and missions located around the 

world. During the excavations, Claudio Acquaviva (1543–1615), the Fifth Superior 

General of the Jesuits (1581–1615), received papal permission to exhume and transfer 

relics from the cemetery.57 For example, Ottaviano Navarola, the Jesuit rector at S. 

Andrea al Quirinale, excavated relics from the catacombs discovered in the Jesuits’ 

vineyard that he sent to the Order’s church of SS. Marcellino e Pietro in Cremona.58 

Furthermore, the Jesuits identified the relics of the martyr St. Victor and his anonymous 
                                                
complex as the cemetery of Basilla or Hermes. Antonio Bosio, Roma sotterranea (Rome: Guglielmo 
Facciotti, 1635), 560; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 455-456.  
54 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 563.  
55 Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 456, n. 83. Bosio’s reference to “Father Laurino” could be 
Jean de Lorini, a Jesuit professor of philosophy, theology, and Scripture who was active in Rome at the 
time. 
56 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 564. See Sandro Carletti, “Un malinteso fra Antonio Bosio e “alcuni Giesuiti 
vecchi” di S. Ermete,” Rivista di archeologia cristiana 45 (1969): 49-59; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma 
sotterranea,” 456. 
57 Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 455-459. 
58 Ibid., 454-455; citing “Menologium sanctorum quorum reliquaei in Cremonensi PP. Societatis Jesu, seu 
Marcellini et Petri ecclesia adservantur,” in Cremonensium Episcoporum series a Federinando Ughellio 
primum contexta; deinde a Nicolao Coleto aliquantulum aucta; nunc tandem a Francisco Antonio 
Zacharia Soc. Jesu presbytero restituta, emendata, pluribusque ineditis Documentis locupletata (Milan: 
Bonacinam, 1749), 190-191, 195-196, 201, 211, 214, 217, 218-222, 224-225, 231-232, 234, 236, 243, 251. 
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companion in the catacombs of St. Hermes. The Order received permission in 1611 to 

translate the relics to Lille in Flanders.59  

Because Jesuit leaders participated in the early modern exploration of the 

catacombs, these sites likely informed the Order’s creative vision of the early Christian 

past. By supporting Counter-Reformation polemics defending the early Christian origins 

of Catholic tradition, scholarship on the catacombs promoted the theme of continuity, 

which was central to the Jesuit’s early Christian revival movement.60 The emotive effect 

that S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom imagery had on worshipers reflects early modern 

interpretations of the catacombs that characterized these burial spaces as terrifying and 

moving devotional sites for the early Christian cult of martyrs, relics, and images. Late 

sixteenth-century antiquarians had promoted imaginative readings of the painted 

catacombs as sacred spaces filled with imagery that reflected the suffering and 

persecutions of the early Church. I argue that these creative misinterpretations of the 

catacombs stimulated Jesuit devotions honoring the cult of martyrs. Jesuit meditation 

exercises taught exercitants to envision the early Christian past in a manner that made it 

present; these practices encouraged exercitants to picture the Christian past in vivid 

detail. Affective meditations encouraged Jesuit worshipers to imagine their contemporary 

devotions at S. Stefano Rotondo as a revival of early Christian worship in the catacombs 

and training for martyrdom.   

 

 

                                                
59 Ghilardi, “Oratoriani e gesuiti,” 205; citing Marco Antonio Boldetti, Osservazioni sopra i cimiterj de’ 
santi martiri, ed antichi cristiani di Roma : aggiuntavi la serie di tutti quelli, che sino al presente si sono 
scoperti, e di altri simili, che in varie parti del mondo si trovano, con alcune riflessioni pratiche sopra il 
culto delle sagre reliquie (Rome: Giovanni Maria Salvioni stampatore Vaticano nell’Archiginnasio della 
Sapienza, 1720), 246. 
60 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 122-126.  
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THE COMPOSITION OF PLACE: AN IMAGINED PILGRIMAGE  

In the devotional guide Exercitia Spiritualia (Spiritual Exercises, 1548), Ignatius 

of Loyola (1491–1556), the founder of the Jesuit Order, instructs worshipers to imagine 

and picture to themselves the exact time and physical setting of biblical events, the lives 

of saints, or any object of Christian worship.61 Ignatius calls this exercise the 

“composition of place”; it is the first lesson of the Spiritual Exercises and the basis of all 

the exercises. Every member of the Jesuit Order had followed the entire program of 

prayer in Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises: such training equipped Jesuits to use 

meditation practices, such as the composition of place, in their personal devotions.62  

Ignatius described Christian life as a pilgrimage; his instructions for meditation 

could be understood as a virtual journey.63 The idea was not new. Jesuit spiritual 

exercises continued a venerable late medieval practice that had worshipers transport 

themselves mentally and imaginatively to the time and place of Christ and the saints.64 
                                                
61 Ignatius completed the majority of his text for the Spiritual Exercises by 1540 and it was first published 
in Rome in 1548. Ignatius of Loyola, Exercitia Spiritualia (Rome: Antonium Bladum, 1548). Ignatius 
Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola: Translated from the Autograph, Christian 
Classics Ethereal Library, trans. Elder Mullan, S.J., (New York: P. J. Kennedy & Sons, 1914). There is an 
extensive body of literature on the Spiritual Exercises and its fundamental role within the Order’s 
educational program and devotional practices. For the Spiritual Exercises and its impact on Jesuit 
ministries, see Ignacio Iparraguirre, Historia de la práctica de los Ejercicios Espirituales de San Ignacio de 
Loyola, Biblioteca Instituti Historici Societatis Jesu, 3 vols (Rome: Institutum Historicum Societatis Jesu, 
1946-1973); Joseph de Guibert, The Jesuits: Their Spiritual Doctrine and Practice — A Historical Study, 
trans. William J. Young, ed. George E. Ganss (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1964), 109-151, 527-543; 
Paul Begheyn and Kenneth Bogart, A Bibliography on St. Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises, Studies in the 
Spirituality of Jesuits 23 no. 3 (St. Louis: Seminar on Jesuit Spirituality, 1991); John O’Malley, The First 
Jesuits (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 37-50. 
62 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 7; O’Malley, The First Jesuits, 4.  
63 In his autobiography, Ignatius referred to himself as “the pilgrim.” The autobiography described 
Ignatius’s major life events from 1521 to his first year in Rome in 1538. Ignatius discusses his many travels 
during these years as a backdrop for the story of his spiritual development. Ignatius of Loyola, The 
Autobiography, in Ignatius of Loyola: The Spiritual Exercises and Selected Works, trans. Parmananda R. 
Divarkar, S. J., ed. George E. Ganss, S.J. (New York: Paulist Press, 1991), 65-111. For the theme of 
pilgrimage in Ignatius’s writings and in Jesuit spirituality, see John Olin, “The Idea of Pilgrimage in the 
Experience of Ignatius Loyola,” Church History 48 (1979): 387-397; Smith, Sensuous Worship, 25-27. 
64 Ignatius’s understanding of the spiritual life as a pilgrimage built upon medieval spirituality and earlier 
devotional literature, such as Guillaume de Degueleville’s Le Pèlerinage de la vie humaine (The 
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Building upon late medieval poetry and literature that guided affective meditation, 

Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises teaches exercitants how to use their sense to engage their 

imaginations and emotions; this spiritual practice of mental transport encouraged 

worshipers to empathize with the subject of their devotions. To guide these virtual 

pilgrimages, the Jesuits developed devotional images to assist worshipers in their 

meditations on the Passion of Christ and the suffering of the martyrs;65 these images 

created itineraries for the viewer, guiding the viewer through a series of meditations 

based on visual cues.66  

For devotions to Rome’s early Christian martyrs, the catacombs were particularly 

evocative places for both physical and imagined pilgrimages. The detailed and gruesome 

history of martyrdom in the ambulatory of S. Stefano Rotondo guided worshipers in 

imagined pilgrimages to the time and place of the Church’s early Christian martyrs. As 

we have seen, the catacombs personified the suffering and sanctity of the martyrs;67 there 

is every reason to believe that the Jesuit novices at S. Stefano Rotondo would have 

thought of the catacombs as the embodiment of the imagined time and place of the 

Roman martyrs pictured on the walls of S. Stefano Rotondo. By vividly envisioning and 

                                                
Pilgrimage of Human Life, 1331). Smith, Sensuous Worship, 25, 209 n. 78; citing Guillaume de 
Deguileville, The Pilgrimage of Human Life (Le Pèlerinage de la vie humaine), Garland Library of 
Medeival Literature 76, Series B, trans. Eugene Clasby (New York: Garland Publishing, 1992). On 
imaginative meditation practices in medieval spirituality, especially women’s spirituality, see  
Holly Flora, The Devout Belief of the Imagination: The Paris Meditationes vitae Christi and Female 
Franciscan Spirituality in Trecento Italy (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009); Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation 
and the Invention of Medieval Compassion, The Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Kathryn M. Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in 
the Late Middle Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011). 
65 For literature on Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises and the impact it had on Jesuit art, see Diego 
Angeli, Sant’Ignazio di Loyola nella vita e nell’arte (Lanciano: R. Carabba, 1911); Pierre-Antoine Fabre, 
“Les ‘Exercises Spirituels’ sont-ils illustrables?” in Les jésuites à l’âge baroque, 1540-1640, ed. Luce 
Giard and Louis de Vaucelles (Grenoble: Millon, 1996), 23-35; Smith, Sensuous Worship, 29-55.  
66 Examples of Jesuit devotional imagery that created itineraries for the viewer to follow will be discussed 
below.  
67 See pages 107-136 in Chapter Three above and pages 150-161 in Chapter Four above.  
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empathizing with the suffering of the martyrs, the Jesuit novices could imaginatively 

emulate the perceived emotional experience of early Christian worship in the catacombs.  

Ignatius of Loyola and his vicar Jerome Nadal (1507–1580),68 considered sight a 

means of acquiring spiritual truth through meditation that engaged the senses.69 Ignatius 

of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises (1548) and Jerome Nadal’s Adnotationes et Meditationes 

in Evangelia (Annotations and Meditations on the Gospels, 1593, 1595) propose 

systematic meditations and prayers to engage the senses; these proposals rested on 

explicit theories about meditative sight.70 Ignatius and Nadal describe a hierarchy of 

                                                
68 On Nadal as “second founder” of the Jesuit Order, see James Brodrick, The Origin of the Jesuits 
(London: Longmans & Co., 1940), 210; as quoted and cited in Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 425. On Nadal’s life 
and his contributions to the Jesuit Order, see Miguel Nicolau, Jerónimo Nadal. Obras y doctrinas 
espirituales (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1949); William V. Bangert and 
Thomas M. McCoog, Jerome Nadal, S. J., 1507-1580: Tracking the First Generation of Jesuits (Chicago: 
Loyola University Press, 1992). 
69 On Jesuit theories about using the senses and particularly the sense of sight in meditation, see Monssen, 
“The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 70-72; Smith, Sensuous Worship, 37-40; Bailey, Between 
Renaissance and Baroque, 50-52. On sensuous worship in the Counter-Reformation Church, see Marcia B. 
Hall and Tracy E. Cooper, eds. The Sensuous in the Counter-Reformation Church (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). In addition to the Order’s use of visual arts in worship, the Jesuit’s also promoted 
sacred music. On the moving effect of music in Jesuit devotions, see Andrew Dell’Antonio, Listening as 
Spiritual Practice in Early Modern Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 
70 The chronology of images and texts of Nadal’s Annotations and Meditation and its posthumous 
publication will be discussed below. The images and text of the Annotations and Meditation were 
published in two volumes. Jerome Nadal, Evangelicae historiae imagines ex ordine Evangeliorum quae 
toto anno Missae sacrificio recitantur (Antwerp: Christophe Plantin, 1593); Nadal, Adnotationes et 
meditationes in Evangelica quae in sacrosancto Missae sacrificio toto anno leguntur (Antwerp: Martinus 
Nutius, 1595). For a partial translation of Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations containing selections from 
The Infancy Narratives (vol. 1, 2003), The Passion Narratives (vol. 2, 2007), and The Resurrection 
Narratives (vol. 3, 2005), see Jerome Nadal, Annotations and Meditations on the Gospels, 3 vols., trans. 
Frederick A. Homann, introductory study by Walter S. Melion (Philadelphia: Saint Joseph's University 
Press, 2003-2007). 

For the impact of Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations on Jesuit devotional imagery, see Buser, 
“Jerome Nadal,” 424-433; Maj-Brit Wadell, Evangelicae historiae imagines: Entstehungsgeschichte und 
Vorlagen (Göteborg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1985), 11-17; David Freedberg, The Power of 
Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 181-182; John. F. Moffit, “Francisco Pacheco and 
Jerome Nadal: New Light on the Flemish Sources of the Spanish ‘Picture-within-the-Picture,’” Art Bulletin 
72 (1990): 631-638; Pierre-Antoine Fabre, Ignace de Loyola: Le lieu de l’imagine (Paris: Vrin, 1992); Paul 
Rheinbay, Biblische Bilder für den inneren Weg. Das Betrachtungsbuch des Ignatius-Gefährten 
Hieronymus Nadal (1507-1580), Deutsche Hochschulschriften 1080 (Engelbach: Hänsel-Hohenhausen, 
1995), 35-106; Gabriele Wimböck, “Jerónimo Nadal S. J.: Adnotationes et meditations in Evangelia und 
Evangelicae historiae imagines,” in Rom in Bayern: Kunst und Spiritualität der ersten Jesuiten (Katalog 
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sight, from external sensory experience to internal contemplation of heavenly, immaterial 

forms and divine mysteries.71  The Jesuits adopted aspects of the Aristotelian notion of 

sensory perception; they promoted the idea that the exercise of seeing an image could 

unite the viewer to the people and events depicted.72  

Jesuit meditation practices were based on Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual 

Exercises, which provides a framework for how to engage the senses in worship. In the 

First Prelude (no. 47) of the First Exercise in the Spiritual Exercises,73 Ignatius describes 

the “composition of place” as a foundation for his guide to meditation:  

                                                
zur Ausstellung des Bayerischen Nationalmuseums, München, 30. April bis 20. Juli 1997), ed. Reinhold 
Baumstark (Munich: Hirmer, 1997), 497-498, Kat. Nr. 164; Walter S. Melion, “Artifice, Memory, and 
Reformatio in Hieronymus Natalis’s Adnotationes et meditations in Evangelia of 1595,” Renaissance and 
Reformation 22 (1998): 5-34; Smith, Sensuous Worship, 40-46; Danilo Zardin, “Le Adnotationes et 
meditationes illustrate di Nadal sui Vangeli del ciclo liturgico: Il modello e il riuso,” in Visibile teologia: il 
libro sacro figurato in Italia tra Cinquecento e Seicento, ed. Erminia Ardissino (Rome, Edizioni di Storia e 
Letteratura, 2012), 3-23. 
71 On external and internal senses in Jesuit education and devotion, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom 
Cycle…Part Two,” 72; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 51.  
72 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 50-51; citing Louis Richeôme, La peinture spirituelle 
(Lyons: Pierre Rigaud, 1611), 138-144. Louis Richeôme referred to Christ’s transubstantiation as a 
metaphor for the way the act of seeing an image united the viewer with that image. On Aristotelian theory 
in Jesuit education, see Alison Simmons, “Jesuit Aristotelian Education: The De Anima Commentaries,” in 
The Jesuits: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts, 522-537.  
73 The Spiritual Exercises includes a series of meditations and prayers that follow a structure of four 
“Weeks” that can be followed in their entirety or in part depending upon the situation of the individual (No. 
18). A Jesuit director trained in the Spiritual Exercises would guide the worshiper, called the exercitant, 
through the meditations. Each week pursues a particular topic and theme for meditation. The theme of the 
first week is sin and directs the exercitant through a process of confession and penance (Nos. 24-90). The 
second week focuses on the life of Christ (Nos. 101-168), and the Spiritual Exercises reaches a climax at 
the end of the second week with a series of meditations focusing on discerning one’s vocation and life path 
(Nos. 169-189). The third and fourth weeks are significantly shorter than the first and second. The theme of 
the third week’s meditations is the Passion of Christ (Nos. 190-209), and the fourth week is the resurrection 
(Nos. 218-225).  

Each exercise or meditation focuses on a theme related to the topic of each week. For example, the 
theme of the first exercises in the first week is a meditation on “the first, the second, and the third sin” (No. 
45). The structure of each exercise generally includes an opening, preparatory prayer, and then, each 
prelude instructs the exercitant in a type of contemplation, such as the composition or “seeing” of the place 
(No. 47) and the formation of a petition to God (No. 48). Then the exercises identify additional points and 
Scriptures related to the theme of the exercise for the worshiper to contemplate. For example, in exercise 
one, the second point asks the exercitant to recall the sin of Adam and Eve (No. 51). Finally the exercises 
end with colloquies, in which the exercitant is directed to prayer to Christ, the Virgin Mary, or God the 
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The First Prelude is a composition, seeing the place. Here it is to be noted 
that, in a visible contemplation or meditation—as, for instance, when one 
contemplates Christ our Lord, Who is visible—the composition will be to 
see with the sight of the imagination the corporeal place where the thing is 
found which I want to contemplate. I say the corporeal place, as for 
instance, a Temple or Mountain where Jesus Christ or Our Lady is found, 
according to what I want to contemplate.74   

The composition of place instructs the devotee, who was being directed through the 

Spiritual Exercises, to use the imagination as a spiritual discipline.75 If possible, the 

devotee should “gaze on” the object of contemplation that “is visible” and “see in 

imagination the physical place…where Jesus Christ or our Lady happens to be.” 

Ignatius’s emphasis on visual, sensory language identifies how imaginative viewing 

focused devotional practices. The Spiritual Exercises, however, did not specify particular 

narrative or pictorial imagery to direct meditations.76 Rather, Ignatius created a flexible 

framework that encouraged worshipers to draw upon their memory and imagination. 

Upon the request of Ignatius of Loyola, Jerome Nadal oversaw the creation of 

devotional prints illustrating the sequence of Gospel readings in the Roman Missal; he 

                                                
Father “properly speaking, as one friend speaks to another” (No. 54). Smith, Sensuous Worship, 30-35; 
O’Malley, The First Jesuits, 37-41.  

Because the text of the Spiritual Exercises provides a flexible framework for the Jesuit director 
and exercitant to interpret and adapt as they saw fit, early modern Jesuits produced supplementary guides 
and instructions for giving the Spiritual Exercises. Martin E. Palmer, ed. and trans., S. J. On Giving the 
Spiritual Exercises: The Early Jesuit Manuscript Directories and the Official Directory of 1599, Jesuit 
Primary Sources in English Translation 14, Series I (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996).  
74 Ignatius of Loyola, Spiritual Exercises, 18.  
75 On the “composition of place” in Ignatian meditation and prayer, see Joseph. F. Conwell, Contemplation 
in Action: A Study of Ignatian Prayer (Spokane: Gonzaga University, 1957); Antonio T. de Nicolas, 
Powers of Imagining: Ignatius of Loyola (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986); Philip 
Endean, “The Ignatian Prayer of Senses,” Heythrop Journal 31, no. 4 (1990): 391-417. 
76 The earliest publications of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises were not illustrated, and some ornamental and 
narrative illustrations accompanied the Spiritual Exercises beginning in 1609. See Smith, Sensuous 
Worship, 30, 209-210 n. 4; Heinrich Pfeiffer, “Die ersten Illustrationen zum Exerzitienbuch,” in 
Ignatianisch Eigenart und Methode der Gesellschaft Jesu, ed. Michael Sievernich and Günter Switek 
(Freiburg: Herder, 1990), 120-130.  
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wrote a series of annotations and meditations based on these images.77 The devotional 

prints and Nadal’s text were published in two separate volumes that Nadal designed to be 

used together.78 In each devotional print depicting the Gospel readings, an alphabetical 

series of letters marks significant events and details in the Biblical narrative (Fig. 98). 

Directly below the image, captions keyed to the letters in the image explain the subjects 

depicted. Each chapter in Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations is based on a devotional 

image in the series. Nadal introduces each chapter by repeating the letter captions below 

the image, followed by the text of the Gospel reading depicted in the image. Next, an 

alphabetical series of lettered annotations connected to lettered captions in the image 

interpret the Gospel reading; the annotations guide the worshiper through the 

composition of place, using the accompanying image to stimulate imaginative visions of 

the subject. Nadal’s meditations conclude each chapter; they direct the worshiper’s 

reflection and prayer based on themes addressed in the Gospel reading and image.79  

Nadal structured Annotations and Meditations to guide the viewer on an imagined 

pilgrimage through the Gospel narrative following the path given in the devotional 

images (Fig. 99).80 The placement of the letters in the print created an itinerary for the 

                                                
77 Diego Jiménez published Evangelicae historiae imagines, adnotationes et meditationes (1593, 1595) 
after Nadal’s death in 1580.  Jiménez describes the origins and structure of the project in his dedication to 
Pope Clement VIII.  Jiménez begins his dedication by asserting the significance of the origins of Nadal’s 
project, which Ignatius had specifically requested from him as a practical guide and compliment to Jesuit 
devotional practices based on the Spiritual Exercises: “Most Holy Father, Ignatius our Society’s blessed 
Founder, once remarked to Jerome Nadal, one of his sons, that it would be a substantial addition to the 
meditation and prayer materials then used by the Society’s young religious, if someone were to reduce the 
Gospels read at Mass during Lent and Sundays of the year to concise, specific topics or points for 
meditation, and also to attach to them appropriate exegesis and pictures.” Jerome Nadal, Annotations and 
Meditations, vol. 1, 99. For background on Jiménez and his relationship with Nadal, see Bangert and 
McCoog, Jerome Nadal, 219, 221, 286, 289, 294, 295, 297, 299-300, 315, 332; Walter S. Melion, “The Art 
of Vision in Jerome Nadal’s Adnotationes et Meditationes in Evangelia,” in Annotations and Meditations, 
vol. 1, 1.  
78 See note 70 on pages 207 above.  
79 Melion, “The Art of Vision,” 2-3. 
80 Ibid., 2.  
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viewer traversing the image in meditation.81 Often, the sequence of alphabetized notabilia 

in the image begins with a high and distant view of the scene; then, the viewer would 

meditate upon narrative details and symbols embedded within the landscape. Thus the 

reader would imaginatively enter the landscape in a systematic way.  

The Observant Franciscans had earlier developed devotional practices that 

promoted the idea of virtual or imagined pilgrimages. St. Francis recreated his pilgrimage 

to Bethlehem by staging a nativity scene in Greccio.82 The Franciscans also created a 

replica of the Holy Land with sculpted scenes of the Passion for the Sacro Monte at 

Varallo in Piedmont that was founded in 1491.83 A 1514 guidebook to the Sacro Monte 

frequently quotes Pseudo-Bonaventure’s thirteenth-century Meditationes de Vita Christi 

(Meditations on the Life of Christ), which contains ideas similar to Ignatius’s 

composition of place.84 Ignatius’s instructions to make events from the Christian past 

present in one’s meditations particularly drew upon late medieval Franciscan devotional 

practices. For example, the Official Directory of 1599, a supplementary guide to 

practicing the Spiritual Exercises, quotes Pseudo-Bonaventura’s Meditations to explain 

how the imagination can unite past and present in the worshiper’s devotions, making the 

object of one’s contemplation present.85  

                                                
81 Ibid. 
82 Erwin Rosenthal, “The Crib of Greccio and Franciscan Realism,” Art Bulletin 36, no. 1 (1954), 57-60;  
Beth Mulvaney, “The Beholder as Witness:  The Crib at Greccio from the Upper Church of San Francesco, 
Assisi and Franciscan Influence on Late Medieval Art in Italy,” in The Art of the Franciscan Order in Italy, 
ed. William R. Cook (Leidon: Brill, 2005), 169-188. 
83 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 39-40; Alessandro Nova, ‘“Popular’ Art in Renaissance 
Italy: Early Responses to the Holy Mountain at Varallo,” in Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in 
Europe and Latin America, 1450-1650, ed. Claire J. Farago (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 
113-126; Luciano Vaccaro and Francesca Riccardi, Sacri Monti: Devozione, arte e cultura della 
Controriforma, Edizioni universitarie Jaca (Milan: Jaca book, 1992). 
84 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 40; Nova, ‘“Popular’ Art in Renaissance Italy,” 116. On late 
medieval Franciscan meditation practices and Pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditations on the Life of Christ, see 
McNamer, Affective Meditation, 87-114. 
85 Smith, Sensuous Worship, 36; citing Palmer, On Giving the Spiritual Exercises, 314 (no. 122). 
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The relationship between text and image in Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations 

became a popular and effective model for Jesuit devotional images, which influenced the 

martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo. In fact, a similar system of lettered captions 

directed the viewer through the illustrated history of persecutions depicted in the S. 

Stefano Rotondo frescoes (Figs. 92–93).86 Like the devotional prints accompanying 

Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations, the sequence of lettered captions that annotated 

Circignani’s martyrdom cycle created an itinerary for the viewer to follow, systematically 

guiding worshipers through imagined pilgrimages. The Jesuit novices who were trained 

in the Spiritual Exercises knew how to use the alphabetical keys in the martyrdom cycle 

to aid in the composition of place; they understood how sensory cues were supposed to 

stimulating vivid pictorial imagination of the object of one’s devotion.  

Although Annotations and Meditations was not published until the early 1590s 

(after the author’s death), Nadal began working on this project before 1568. Nadal first 

mentioned the Annotations and Meditations in a letter to Francis Borgia (1568); his 

manuscript was well developed when he began to share this work with other scholars in 

that same year.87 Before writing his manuscript, Nadal commissioned drawings to use as 

models for the devotional prints that were central to his text. He first used a collection of 

148 drawings that has been attributed to Livio Agresti and dated c.1555–1562.88 Agresti’s 

drawings include letters that key particular events and details in the images presumably at 

Nadal’s direction and linked to his text.89 Nadal intended to have this collection of 

                                                
86 Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 433; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 2,” 77; Korrick, “On the Meaning 
of Style,” 173-174. 
87 Smith, Sensuous Worship, 41; Wadell, Evangelicae historiae imagines, 48. Wadell suggests that the 
drawings Nadal used for his manuscript of Annotations and Meditations may have once been owned by 
Francis Borgia. 
88 Wadell, Evangelicae historiae imagines, 17, 31-42, 48. The images are now held in Biblioteca Nazionale 
in Rome.  
89 Smith, Sensuous Worship, 41. 
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drawings reproduced as prints; around 1575, he decided that Antwerp would be the best 

place to publish the illustrated treatise.90 But Nadal died in 1580 and never saw the 

completion of the project.  

Between 1579 and 1581, the Jesuit artist Giovanni Battista Fiammeri created a 

second set of drawings in Rome for Annotations and Meditations that refined Agresti’s 

earlier compositions; Fiammeri’s drawings were intended to serve as modelli for prints.91 

Although Fiammeri was well respected among Jesuits in Rome, several Antwerp 

engravers found his drawings to be inadequate models for prints. Therefore, Bernardino 

Passeri created a final series of drawings in 1587 based on Agresti’s and Fiammeri’s 

earlier work. Passeri’s modelli along with a few additional drawings by Marten de Vos 

provided models for the engravings published in Evangelicae Historiae Imagines by 

Hieronymus, Johan, and Antoon Wierix, Adrian and Jan Collaert, and Karel van 

Mallery.92  

Because Fiammeri was in Rome at the time he was working on the drawings for 

Nadal’s Annotations and Meditation, his work was likely known to Jesuit leaders and 

patrons in the city, including Michele Lauretano, the rector of the German-Hungarian 

college. Fiammeri’s drawings probably influenced Circignani’s fresco cycle at S. Stefano 

Rotondo. Like the images in Annotations and Meditations, Circignani depicted several 

events in each martyrdom panel (Figs. 89); he used detailed architectural settings or 

expansive landscapes to create intricate itineraries through each composition (Fig. 90). 

The chronological organization of Circignani’s history of martyrdom that encircles S. 

Stefano Rotondo also encouraged viewers to read the thirty-two panels in a prescribed 

                                                
90 Nicolau, Jerónimo Nadal, 128-129; Wadell, Evangelicae Historiae Imagines, 15-16; Melion, “The Art 
of Vision,” 3. 
91 Wadell, Evangelicae Historiae Imagines, 25-30.  
92 Ibid., 25-30; Melion, “The Art of Vision,” 3. 
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sequence (Fig. 91). Captions written in Italian and Latin appear below each panel in the 

martyrdom series (Figs. 92–93). The text-image relationship at S. Stefano Rotondo 

enabled viewers to use Circignani’s fresco cycle in a way that was similar to the way they 

might have used devotional prints, such as those in Nadal’s Annotations and 

Meditations.93 For Jesuits trained in the Spiritual Exercises, the keyed images in Nadal’s 

treatise and at S. Stefano Rotondo were not only moving examples of devotional art but 

also exercitant guides linked to the Jesuit’s key text.  

In fact, Giovanni Battista Cavallieri copied the martyrdom imagery and 

accompanying inscriptions in Circignani’s fresco cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo in a series 

of devotional prints published in Ecclesiae Militantis Triumphi (1583) (Fig. 100).94 The 

translation of S. Stefano Rotondo’s fresco cycle from a liturgical setting to a series of 

devotional prints reflects the effectiveness of the text-image relationship for both public 

and private meditation.  

Cavallieri also created a print series copying Circignani’s martyrdom cycle at S. 

Tommaso di Canterbury for the Society’s English College.95 A document from the 1582 

annals of the Jesuit English College in Rome discusses the purpose of disseminating 

                                                
93 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 137.  
94 Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Ecclesiae Militantis Triumphi…in Ecclesia S. Stephani Rotundi, Romae 
Nicolai Circiniani Pictoris Manu Visuntur (Rome: Bartholomaei Grassi, 1583). The series was reprinted by 
the same publisher in 1585. A smaller format of the imagery was published under the title Triumphus 
martyrum in templo D. Stephani Caelii Montis expressus in 1587 and 1589. The smaller format published 
in 1587 was dedicated to Cardinal Jacopo Savelli, who was named in the papal avviso announcing the 1578 
discovery of the catacombs on Via Salaria as one of the individuals charged with overseeing the site and its 
excavation. The dedication of the 1587 edition of the prints reproducing S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom 
reflects Cardinal Savelli’s dedication to promoting the ancient cult of saints. Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, 
Triumphus Martyrum in Templo D. Stephani Caelii Montis Expressus (Rome: Alexandrum Gardanum & 
Franciscum Coattinum, 1587). On the print series, see Anne Lienardy, “Ecclesiae militatis triumphi —
Rome—1585: Etude et restauratione,” Bulletin de l’Institut Historique Belge de Rome 55/56 (1985/86): 85-
95; Noreen, “Ecclesiae militantis triumphi,” 689-715. 
95 Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Ecclesiae Anglicanae Trophaea…Romae in Collegio Anglico per Nicolaum 
Circinianum Depictae (Rome: Ex Officina Bartholomaei Grassi, 1584) 
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martyrdom imagery in the print series. This project was part of the Order’s missionary 

efforts in Protestant territories: 
 
But with the view of throwing light on the wretched state of that kingdom 
and the miserable plight of its Catholic inhabitants, a book on the English 
persecution has been republished at the expense of this College, to which 
have been added plates descriptive of the tortures, which the enemies of 
faith inflict upon our brethren. We have spread copies of this work far and 
wide, even to the Indies, that the infamy of this most disastrous 
persecution, the phrenzied rage of heretics, the unconquerable firmness of 
the Catholic may be known everywhere.96  

As the document asserts, the martyrdom imagery produced by and for the Jesuit Order 

demonstrated the “firmness of the Catholics” to uphold the doctrine and traditions of the 

Catholic Church even in the face of violent persecutions. In addition to serving as 

devotional aids for Jesuit meditations on martyrdom, the Order intended these prints to be 

seen by the enemies of the faith as a statement of the Church’s strength and courage. Like 

the Jesuit book on the English persecution, Ecclesia Militantis Triumphi addressed the 

struggles of Jesuit missionaries from the German-Hungarian College sent to Protestant 

territories in northern Europe.97 In addition to the particular relevance that martyrdom 

imagery had for Jesuit missionaries, Ecclesia Militantis Triumphi could be used broadly 

to stimulate meditations on early Christian and contemporary martyrdom.98 

Throughout the Annotations and Meditations, Nadal presented his theories on 

sight as a spiritual discipline.99 His views on engaging the senses in meditation present a 

model for how Jesuit novices may have used the martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo  

as a guide for meditation. By practicing the Spiritual Exercises, Jesuit novices had 

                                                
96 Noreen, “Ecclesia militantis triumphi,” 698; citing Henry Foley, Records of the English Province of the 
Society of Jesus (London: Burns and Oates, 1880), 6:83.  
97 Noreen, “Ecclesia militantis triumphi,” 695-696.  
98 Ibid., 712-714. 
99 Melion, “The Art of Vision,” 9-32. 
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implicitly been taught to use their senses and particularly the sense of sight to stimulate 

affective meditations. In Annotations and Meditations, Nadal explains how exercitants 

should use the keyed images to guide their devotions, which ideally would progress from 

sight to understanding and then to spiritual revelation. Nadal tells his reader how to 

meditate upon images of the life of Christ in order to envision and experience the 

mysteries of the Incarnation.  Based on Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises and the 

composition of place, a foundational principle of Nadal’s teachings on meditative sight 

involved using images to help transport the worshiper imaginatively to the time and place 

of Christ. Nadal instructs, “we ought to meditate on the things said and done by Christ, as 

if they were present in sprit (quasi praesentes in spiritu).”100 Specificity in one’s 

imaginative devotions, he argued, enabled worshipers to make the object of their 

devotion present.  

 Nadal’s meditations on the Nativity and the shepherd’s first sight of Christ at the 

dawn of the Lord’s birth exemplifies Jesuit theories about spiritual sight (Fig. 99).101 

Nadal describes the stages of revelation that the shepherds experienced as they 

progressed from external to internal sight and thus to the timeless mysteries of the 

Incarnation.  In this process of revelation, the shepherds represent the experience of 

Nadal’s ideal viewer.102 Annotation A corresponds to the view of the Heder Tower, in 

Bethlehem, where the shepherds traveled to “see this thing that has come to pass, which 

                                                
100 Melion, “The Art of Vision,” 10; citing Nadal, Adnotationes et Meditationes (1595), 462.   
101 There is also a series of prompts in the second exercises of the second week in the Spiritual Exercises 
instructing the devotee to engage their sense in contemplating the Nativity (Nos. 110-117). The second 
prelude of the exercise (No. 112) was “a composition, seeing the place. It will be here to see with the sight 
of the imagination the road from Nazareth to Bethlehem; considering the length and the breadth, and 
whether such road is level or through valleys or over hills; likewise looking at the place or cave of the 
Nativity, how large, how small, how low, how high, and how it was prepared.” Ignatius of Loyola, Spiritual 
Exercises, 135. These similarities reveal a consistency in the approaches of Ignatius and Nadal regarding 
meditation.  
102 Melion, “The Art of Vision,” 62-64.  
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the Lord has made known to us.”103 By beginning his annotations with a reference to the 

angel who had appeared to the shepherds to announce Christ’s birth, Nadal reminds his 

reader that the shepherds’ sight of Christ originated with their faith that what the angel 

said was true. The movement in the image from Heder Tower in the middle ground of the 

composition to the sight of the illuminated Christ child in the manger, marked B, 

encourages the viewer to meditate on the shepherds’ journey. In doing so, the devotee 

joins the shepherds in their pilgrimage to see the Christ child.  

Annotation C corresponds to the letter marking the figures of the shepherds 

gazing upon and adoring the Christ child; here, Nadal reflects on the shepherd’s reaction 

to seeing the Nativity. He explains the stages of revelation that the shepherds experienced 

when they saw the Christ child. Nadal’s annotation first describes how the shepherds had 

remembered the angel who had appeared to them announcing Christ’s birth; upon seeing 

the Christ child, they knew that what the angel had said was true: “Once admitted to 

Christ Jesus’ presence, the shepherds there see and understand what they had already 

taken on faith at the angel’s word.  How blessed they are!”104 The shepherds’ sight of the 

Christ child allowed them to understand the proclamation that the angel had made: “For 

there has been born to you today in the town of David a Savior, who is Christ the 

Lord.”105 Next, Nadal describes how the shepherds’ sight of Christ led to divine 

knowledge. The shepherds remembered the heavenly light that they had seen when the 

angel appeared to them. 106 Upon seeing the Christ child, they realized that He was the 

true source of divine light: “They knew the light that blazed about them was light the 

                                                
103 Nadal, Annotations and Meditations, vol. 1, 141. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Ibid., 142; this quote is from Luke 2:11.  
106 Luke 2: 9 (Douai-Rheims Bible): “And behold an angel of the Lord stood by them, and the brightness 
of God shone round about them; and they feared with a great fear.” 
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newborn Child shed on the world, a light that would illuminate the whole Church.”107 

The sight of the Christ child revealed spiritual knowledge that allowed the shepherds to 

recognize that Christ was the light and that He would “illuminate the whole Church.”108 

By alluding to the future power of Christ’s light in the Church, Nadal illustrates the 

timeless and continuous nature of Christ’s presence throughout history.  

Finally, Nadal describes the shepherds’ transformation from external to internal 

sight. The shepherds progressed from remembering and understanding the angel’s 

proclamation to receiving new spiritual knowledge from their experience of seeing the 

light of Christ: “In that light they saw something new, beyond human ken, done by God 

in our mortal world, a glorious Nativity for us, God made man, so that sins would be 

forgiven, and we attain eternal life.”109 Nadal’s visual and sensual language recounts how 

the shepherds’ external sight led to internal, spiritual knowledge of Christ’s divine nature 

and mission to bring forgiveness and eternal life. By demonstrating the transformative 

experience of spiritual sight, the shepherds act as exemplars for Nadal’s readers to 

emulate. Nadal’s detailed account about the process of spiritual sight could also be 

understood as a guide to pilgrimage. The shepherds exemplified the ideal posture of 

pilgrims in search of the sight of Christ, which could be encountered through meditation 

or through literal pilgrimages to see holy places, objects, and relics.  

Late sixteenth-century accounts of pilgrimages to Rome’s early Christian 

catacombs also describe the transformative and moving experience of seeing the place of 

the martyrs’ tombs and the assumed worship spaces of the persecuted Church.110 

                                                
107 Nadal, Annotations and Meditations, vol. 1, 142. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid.  
110See pages 92-93 in Chapter Three above for accounts on St. Filippo Neri’s Pentecost during his 
pilgrimage to the catacombs of St. Sebastian. Anthony Munday and Gregory Martin, who were both 
affiliated with the Jesuit English College in Rome, also described the catacombs as important pilgrimage 
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Pilgrimages to the catacombs engaged spiritual sight. For example, the anonymous 

author’s account of the newly discovered catacombs on Via Salaria from 1578 describes 

the process of spiritual sight experienced during pilgrimage to the catacombs. This report 

uses sensory language similar to that of the Jesuit guides for the composition of place. 

The author emphasizes the role of sight as a means of understanding the sanctity and 

history of the catacombs:  
 
There can be seen plainly with one’s own eyes, how, in the time of the 
pagans and idolaters, those pious and holy friends of God, who could not 
be in public in the light of day, painted and venerated pious images in 
caves and subterranean places.111  

The sight of the catacombs and their ancient images inspired meditation on the sacrifice 

and courage of the persecuted early church whose members could not gather to worship 

“in the light of day.” This account demonstrates how pilgrimage to the catacombs made 

the suffering of the martyrs present to sixteenth-century devotees. The anonymous 

author’s understanding of sight as a means of strengthening historical and spiritual 

knowledge is similar to Nadal’s description of the shepherds’ transformative experience 

at the sight of the Christ child. This description of the catacombs also uses sensory 

language to contrast the reaction of pious visitors who “see” the sacred images to the 

heretical Christians who scrape away and strike down images from churches.112  

According to the anonymous author, the catacombs engaged both external and 

internal sight. The physical site of the catacombs inspired the devotee to imagine the 

martyr’s suffering and piety, which created an emotional, tearful response:  
 

                                                
sites for members of college and discussed the history of miracles associated with these sites. Descriptions 
of the catacombs by Munday and Martin are considered in greater detail on pages 119-136 in Chapter 
Three above.  
111 Sauerland, “De Coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211-212. See note 91 on page 111 above for a transcription 
of the original Latin text.  
112 Ibid. See page 111 above for the full translation.  



 220 

This place should be so revered because of its antiquity, religion, and 
sanctity, that all who enter and assess [the catacombs] carefully would be 
struck with terror and brought to tears. Whence can be conjectured the 
persecutions, sufferings, and piety of the holy lives of the early Church.113 

The phrase “assess [the catacombs] carefully,” suggests a systematic or methodical 

seeing that enables the viewer to verify and understand the site; this systematic form of 

viewing is similar to the type of sensory engagement that Nadal recommends to his 

readers in the Annotations and Meditations.  The anonymous author describes the effects 

of careful observation of the catacombs: viewers experience an emotional response as 

they are “struck with terror and brought to tears”; then they can conjecture or imagine the 

“persecutions, suffering, and piety of the holy lives of the early Church.” For devotees 

who could not make the journey to the catacombs or did not have privileged access to 

dangerous and guarded underground sites,114 the description of the catacombs inspired 

virtual pilgrimages by engaging pictorial imagination of the places of the martyrs’ 

burials. The anonymous description of the painted catacombs shows how early modern 

Catholics were encouraged to use the catacombs to meditate on the early Christian past in 

a way that was similar to Ignatius’s instructions for affective meditations using the 

composition of place. The experience of spiritual sight outlined in the anonymous 

account is also similar to how Nadal teaches his readers to use the keyed images in the 

Annotations and Meditations to assess, understand, and imagine the life of Christ.  

The catacombs secured early Christian martyrdom a physical place in Rome’s 

sacred landscape. Following the excitement generated by its discovery in 1578, the 

painted catacombs on Via Salaria were a powerful early Christian source for the Jesuits to 

adapt and reflect upon in their restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo. The martyrdom cycle 
                                                
113 Ibid., 211. See note 90 on page 110 for the original Latin text.  
114 In order to monitor the relic trade, the papacy regulated who could visit many of the Roman catacombs.  
Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo alla costruzione della reliquia: Giovanni Angelo Santini, detto il 
Toccafondi, pittore romano,” Studi romani 53 (2005): 94-121. 
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encircling the ambulatory of S. Stefano Rotondo addressed the same devotional themes 

as late sixteenth-century texts describing the discovery of the painted catacombs on Via 

Salaria.  

Circignani’s frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo guided the Jesuit novices to reflection 

on martyrdom and Christian suffering during the celebration of the Mass or their 

recitation of the hours.115 It is unlikely that the novices formally practiced the Spiritual 

Exercises at S. Stefano Rotondo because it would have interfered with the liturgy;116 

however, the novices’ training in the Spiritual Exercises and the composition of place 

equipped them to use Circignani’s paintings as aids in affective meditation in their 

personal devotions.117 In meditating on early Christian martyrdom, early modern Jesuits 

would have likely reflected on the catacombs as sites that were intimately associated with 

suffering and piety of the early Church. 

The frescoed history of martyrdom encircling the church’s ambulatory would 

have been a particularly moving backdrop for processional celebrations in the church. In 

his diary of 1583, Michele Lauretano describes a procession at S. Stefano Rotondo on the 

second Sunday of Lent reciting the Litany of Saints.118 Lief Holm Monssen suggests that 

the procession around the church followed the history of martyrdom depicted in the 

ambulatory, serving as a visual parallel to the recitation of the Litany of Saints.119 As the 

                                                
115 On the frescoes and the liturgy at S. Stefano Rotondo, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 
Two,” 86-96. 
116 Ibid., 69. On the liturgical use of S. Stefano Rotondo, see ibid., 86-96. 
117 Every member of the Jesuit Order had followed the entire program of prayer in Ignatius of Loyola’s 
Spiritual Exercises, which was foundational for the Jesuit’s training in contemplative prayer. Bailey, 
Between Renaissance and Baroque, 7; O’Malley, The First Jesuits, 4. 
118 Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle...Part Two,” 13; citing Lauretano, Diario, 63: “Si canto 
solennemente, et avanti quella si fece la processione attorno la chiesa, dicendo le litanie.” I agree with 
Monssen’s interpretation that the phrase “la processione attorno la chiesa” denotes that the procession was 
inside the church. The setting of the ambulatory adorned with Circignani’s martyrdom frescoes would have 
been a fitting backdrop for the celebration.  
119 Monssen, “Triumphus and Trophaea,” 13.  
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procession moved through physical space of the ambulatory, it also moved through the 

historical space of Church history. The chronological series of martyrdom scenes along 

the wall “covered a temporal — rather than a spatial — distance.”120 I find that Ugonio’s 

description of S. Stefano Rotondo supports Monssen’s theory about the temporal element 

that Circignani’s fresoces brought to the procession; by following the narrative cycle in 

the ambulatory, worshipers would have “[continued] in the path of imitating Christ, 

following according to the order of their time and various persecutions of the Christian 

name right up to our times.”121 As Ugonio observed, Circignani’s history of martyrdom 

created a temporal feature to the church’s decoration that encouraged worshipers to 

meditate on the continuity of the Church’s mission from Christ’s Passion to the present 

day.  

The “temporal distance” covered in Circignani’s history of martyrdom was 

particularly appropriate for Jesuit meditation practices and the composition of place, 

which instructed worshipers to make the object of their devotions present. Furthermore, 

the keyed letters embedded in Circignani’s martyrdom scenes indicate that the frescoes 

were probably intended to be used as excitant guides, like Nadal’s prints in the 

Annotations and Meditations. I argue that the novices’ training in the Spiritual Exercises 

enabled Jesuit devotees at S. Stefano Rotondo to envision the affective continuity of their 

meditations in relationship to early Christian devotions in the catacombs. 

 

SURROUNDED BY MARTYRS: A NEW APPROACH TO EARLY CHRISTIAN REVIVAL  

By giving the Jesuit Order early Christian churches and providing funds for their 

restoration, Pope Gregory XIII promoted the early Christian revival movement, which 

                                                
120 Ibid. 
121 Ugonio, Historia delle stationi di Roma, 290-291. See note 32 on page 197 above for the original text.  
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aimed to restore the authority and purity of the early Church through the restoration of 

Rome’s early Christian pilgrimage sites.122 The restoration of S. Saba for the 1575 

Jubilee exemplifies the Jesuit Order’s contributions to the early Christian revival 

movement before 1578 (Fig. 78).123 Under the direction of Michele Lauretano, the rector 

of the German-Hungarian college, the decorative program at S. Saba focused on 

repainting the apse in a style that emulated medieval mosaics.124 This approach had been 

established in the restoration of S. Sabina before Gregory XIII’s papacy; Taddeo 

Zuccaro’s apse fresco at S. Sabina (1559) interpreted the church’s fifth-century apse 

mosaic (Fig. 101).125 The sixteenth-century apse frescoes at S. Saba also replaced the 

church’s original medieval decoration, an apse mosaic and wall frescoes, which had been 

too fragmentary and damaged to repair;126 it depicts the traditional iconography of Christ 

in a mandorla flanked by St. Andrew and St. Saba in stiff, frontal poses above a row of 

twelve sheep, which is reminiscent of the apse mosaic at Old St. Peter’s that survived 

until 1592 (Fig. 102).127 The Jesuits’ restoration of S. Saba is characteristic of the revival 

of early Christian and medieval styles of painting; this had been a standard feature in the 

sixteenth-century renovation of early Christian churches in Rome.  
                                                
122 My use of the term early Christian revival movement derives from Bailey’s name for this movement, 
“the Paleochristian Revival.” Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 122-126. 
123 Strinati, “La ristrutturazione della chiesa di S. Saba tra il 1573 e il 1575,” 579-713; Bailey, Between 
Renaissance and Baroque, 126-128; Bailey, “Jesuit Art Patronage before 1580,” 745-786.  
Pope Gregory XIII had given S. Saba to the Jesuit’s German-Hungarian college in 1573; he also paid for 
the restoration of the church’s apse for the 1575 Jubilee. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 122-
128. Michele Lauretano directed the restoration under the guidance of Gregory XIII.  
124 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 127; citing Marco Antonio Ciappi, Compendio delle 
heroiche et gloriose attioni, et santa vita di Papa Gregorio XIII (Rome: Accolti, 1596), 27. 
125 Alessandro Zuccari, Arte e committenza nella Roma di Caravaggio (Torino: ERI, Edizioni Rai, 1984), 
36; Golda Balass, “Taddeo Zuccaro’s Fresco in the Apse-Conch in S. Sabina, Rome,” Assaph. Sect. B, 
Studies in Art History 4  (1999): 105-124; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 125.  
126 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 128.  
127 Numerous sixteenth-century drawings copied and documented the apse mosaics in Old St. Peter’s. For a 
catalogue of archival records and drawings of the mosaics, see Stephan Waetzoldt, Die Kopien des 17. 
Jahrhunderts nach Mosaiken und Wandmalereien in Rom (Munich: Schroll-Verlag, 1964), 71-72. For a 
drawing of the apse mosaic at Old St. Peter’s see ibid., abb. 490, Kat. Nr. 943.  
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Lauretano’s restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo (1581–1582) diverged considerably 

from the traditional emulation of early Christian iconography and painting styles.128 The 

martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo introduced a new approach to early Christian 

revival. Rather than imitating the style of early Christian art, I argue that Circignani’s 

martyrdom cycle revived the perceived emotive and didactic function of sacred art in the 

catacombs.  

In planning the artistic program at S. Stefano Rotondo; Lauretano chose the 

subject for the ambulatory frescoes and oversaw the iconographic program for 

Circiganani’s history of martyrdom.129 Gabriele Paleotti’s recommendations about the 

didactic and emotive function of sacred images may have influenced his decisions 

regarding the restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo. Lauretano had become acquainted with 

Paleotti when he taught at the University of Bologna; Paleotti’s Discourse on Sacred and 

Profane Images (1582) was published at the time when Lauretano was directing the 

redecoration of S. Stefano Rotondo.130 Lauretano was aware of Paleotti’s 

                                                
128 Gauvin Bailey also notes a change in the decoration of early Christian churches in Rome in the early 
1580s, but he does not connect this development to the discovery of the painted catacombs in 1578. Bailey, 
Between Renaissance and Baroque, 125-126. Similar to the situation at S. Saba, Pope Gregory XIII gave S. 
Stefano Rotondo to the Jesuits in 1573; when the German and Hungarian colleges unified in 1580, they 
received the church for use as their collegiate chapel. Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part 2,” 13; 
Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 129-130, 134. Showing his support for the Society and the 
spiritual and educational role of its artistic programs, Pope Gregory XIII paid for the paintings at S. Stefano 
Rotondo. Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 128-129; citing Ciappi, Compendio delle heroiche, 
26-27. 
129 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 127-128, 133-141. The Annual Letter of 1582 by Lauretano 
and his personal diary both describe the martyrdom cycle commissioned for S. Stefano Rotondo and 
demonstrate the rector’s direct involvement in the restoration programs. ARSI, Rom. 126b I, 287a; Michele 
Lauretano, Diario in ACGU, MS, Hist. 103, 49a; published in part in Bailey, Between Renaissance and 
Baroque, 301 n. 138; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 19 n. 22.  
130 Gabriele Paleotti, Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et profane (Bologna: Benacci, 1582); for an 
English translation of Paleotti’s treatise see Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, Texts & Documents, 
trans. William McCuaig, introduction by Paolo Prodi (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2012). See 
Nimmo, “L’Età perfetta,” 200; Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 177; Bailey, Between Renaissance and 
Baroque, 127. On Paleotti’s treatise within the context of Tridentine reform movements, see pages 78-85 in 
Chapter Two above.  
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recommendations that contemporary sacred art should aim to adapt early Christian 

models in their reforms.131 Lauretano reported in his diary that Paleotti celebrated the 

Mass at S. Stefano Rotondo; after the Mass, Paleotti looked at the paintings and was very 

pleased by them.132 Paleotti’s approval of Circignani’s paintings implies he thought the 

martyrdom cycle satisfied the objectives for sacred painting, which according to Paleotti, 

was to “supply delight, to instruct, and to move the emotion [affetto] of the observer.”133 I 

argue that Circignani’s martyrdom cycle was an innovative response to Tridentine 

reformers who had recommended that contemporary sacred art should not only revive 

early Christian art and architecture but also instruct and move the emotions of viewers.134  

Rather than focusing his efforts on chapels and altar as was traditional, Lauretano 

commissioned Circignani to paint the ambulatory walls of S. Stefano Rotondo; the 

decoration of the church’s ambulatory walls addressed the overall atmosphere and space 

of the entire church (Fig. 85).135 S. Stefano Rotondo and S. Apollinare were the first 

                                                
131 See pages 78-85 in Chapter Two above.  
132 Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 170, 185 n. 4; citing Michele Lauretano, “Memoria delle cose che 
occorreno giornalmente nel Collegio Germanico cominciando alli 28 Ottob. 1582,” ACGU, Rome, MS 
Hist. 103, fols. 57: “Il Cardinal Paleotti andò à dir Messa à S. Stefano, et doppo la Messa andò vedendo le 
pitture, et li piacquero molto.”  
133 Paleotti, Discourse on Sacred and Profane Images, 111. On Paleotti’s discussion of the objectives of 
sacred painting, see pages 83-84 in Chapter Two above.  
134 On the recommendation of early Christian art as models for the Tridentine reform of sacred art, see 
pages 75-85 in Chapter Two above.  
135 The church has six altars. Two altars are in chapels near the entrance of the church; three are located 
along the ambulatory wall; and one altar is in the center of the centrally planned church. A plan of the 
church marks the location of each altars labeled A through F (Fig. 85). Only two to three years after the 
completion of Circignani’s martyrdom cycle, Antonio Tempesta created a series of frescoes along the side 
walls of the chapel of Saints Primus and Felicianus in S. Stefano Rotondo (Fig. 103). The cycle includes 
scenes from the lives and martyrdoms of the saints and begins an image of the Funeral Procession of St. 
Primus and Felicianus. Tempesta’s frescoes in the chapel accompanied an early Christian apse mosaic of a 
jeweled cross with figures of Saints Primus and Felicianus on either side. As a later addition to the church’s 
decorative program, Tempesta’s frescoes in the chapel of Saints Primus and Felicianus continued the 
decorative program initiated by Circignani. Antonio Vannugli, “Gli affreschi di Antonio Tempesta a S. 
Stefano Rotondo e l’emblematica nella cultura del Martirio presso la Compagnia di Gesù,” Storia dell'arte 
48 (1983): 101-116; Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 17-18; Bailey, Between Renaissance 
and Baroque, 148-149.   
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churches in Rome to have painted narrative scenes depicted on the side walls or in the 

nave above the entablature; Circignani’s frescoes at these churches were also the first 

large-scale martyrdom cycles in Rome.136  These churches received considerable 

attention in Rome when they were first completed; in the late 1580s and 1590s, the 

restoration of early Christian churches in Rome frequently followed the model 

established by the Jesuits at S. Stefano Rotondo and S. Apollinare, decorating the 

sidewalls with narrative scenes of patron saints and martyrs.137  

I argue that the phenomenological experience of visiting S. Stefano Rotondo 

evoked the imagined environment of the catacombs as a place of terror and emotive 

worship. Interpreted as the first worship spaces of the persecuted Church, the labyrinth of 

the catacombs contrasted with the clear organization of early Christian architecture, 

oriented towards an apse or central altar. The catacombs did not have an apse or altar as 

the focal point of their decoration; instead, frescoes and inscriptions appeared on every 

wall surrounding the viewer in the more richly adorned burial rooms or cubiculi (Fig. 

104). Early Christian and sixteenth-century reports about the catacombs tell horrifying 

stories of pilgrims struggling to find their way through the disorienting environment of 

the underground burial spaces.138 The catacombs were mysterious sites that immersed the 

contemplative visitor in a place marked by death and suffering. Like the emotional 

experience of visiting the catacombs, the martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo 

enveloped the viewer with terrifying scenes of torture and violence.  
                                                
136 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 126.  
137 Ibid. For a list of martyrdom imagery created in Rome in the late sixteenth century, see “Monssen, “The 
Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 101-104. Monssen includes martyrdom imagery in altarpieces and chapels 
prior to the restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo. This list confirms that large-scale martyrdom cycles and 
narrative paintings on the side walls of churches in Rome postdate Circignani’s frescoes at S. Apollinare 
and S. Stefano Rotondo.  
138 For example, see Jerome’s account of pilgrimages to the catacombs on page 14-15 in the Introduction 
above; or see Munday’s satirical story of a pilgrim who got lost in the catacombs on page 128-129 in 
Chapter Three above.  
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Circignani’s martyrdom cycle begins in the southeast side of S. Stefano Rotondo 

in the first arcade and progresses in a clockwise direction, ending in the arcade to the left 

of the entrance. The church’s original antique columns encircle the ambulatory of the 

centrally planned church, framing each panel in the series of thirty-two images.   

The first fresco in the series depicts Christ crucified surrounded by martyr saints. 

It represents how the suffering and martyrdom of the saints imitated Christ’s crucifixion 

(Fig. 88).139 This image in effect states the thesis: Christ’s mission and triumph anchors 

the history of the Church and its martyrs. The crucified Christ appears in the center of the 

foreground surrounded by fifteen martyrs placed in two rows; two holy innocents stand at 

the base of the cross. The representation of the innocents at the base of the cross was 

unusual. Because they were young and ready to be slaughtered unjustly, the Jesuit 

novices could identify with the holy innocents.140 The inscriptions accompanying the 

fresco strengthen and clarify the connection between the crucified Christ and the history 

of Christian martyrdom. The inscription above the fresco reads, “Rex gloriose martirum,” 

which is the title of a hymn from Paschaltide in the Roman Breviary that praises the 

crucified Christ as “Glorious king of Martyrs.”141 A line from the hymn stating “Your 

might is displayed in the Martyrs” appears along the base of the cross in the fresco.142 A 

passage from Isaiah 53 inscribed below the fresco reinforces the claim that the martyrs 

continued Christ’s mission as his “offspring.”143  

                                                
139 Monssen “Rex Gloriose Martyrum,” 130-137. 
140 Ibid., 135-136. Monssen argues that the innocents could be a reference to the Holy Sacrament of the 
Eucharistic.  
141 The hymn was sung at Lauds and Vespers in the Common of One and Several Martyrs in Pashcaltide, 
in the Hours of the Divine Office of the Roman Breviary. Monssen, “Rex Gloriose Martyrum,” 134; 
Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part I,” 180-181.  
142 The Latin inscription written on the cross in the fresco reads, “Tu vincis in martir[ium].” Monssen, 
“The Martyrdom Cycle…Part I,” 180-181.   
143 The passage given below the fresco omitted some phrases from the original Latin Vulgate. The 
inscription reads: “Si pouerit pro peccato animam suam videbit semen longaevum, pro eo quod laboravit 
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This imagery of Rome’s early Christian martyrs imitating the suffering of Christ 

reflected the Jesuit Order’s mission to continue the redeeming work of Jesus Christ 

crucified. In his commentary on Ignatius of Loyola’s vision of the Crucifixion in La 

Storta (Fig. 105),144 Jerome Nadal describes the central role of Christ’s crucifixion in the 

Society:  
 
From this [vision at La Storta] we gather that the foundation of our 
Society is Jesus Christ crucified, so that just as he redeemed the human 
race with the Cross and daily endures the greatest afflictions and crosses in 
his mystical body, which is the Church, so also one who belongs to our 
Society can propose to himself nothing else, following Christ through the 
greatest persecutions.145 

The Jesuits identified with the early Church and its martyrs in their commitment to 

following and imitating Christ through missions to Protestant territories and oversees that 

                                                
anima eius, videbit et saturabitur, ideo dispertiam ei plurimos, et fortium dividet spolia. Isaias LIII.” 
Monssen translated the passage: “When he makes himself an offering he shall see his offspring, he shall 
prolong his days, he shall see the fruit of the travail of his soul and be satisfied, therefore I will divide him a 
portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong.” Ibid.  
144 Ignatius of Loyola’s Vision of the Crucifixion in La Storta became a popular narrative subject in 
imagery of the founder’s life. The scene appeared in a painting in the recreation room of the Novitiate of S. 
Andrea al Quirinale in Rome, which is known through a print in print by Matthäus Greuter in Louis 
Richeôme’s La peinture spirituelle (Lyons: Pierre Rigaud, 1611). A similar scene also appeared in the 
illustrated life of Ignatius of Loyola, Vita beati P. Ignatii Loiolae, published in 1609 in celebration of his 
beatification. John O'Malley and James P. M. Walsh. Constructing a Saint through Images: The 1609 
Illustrated Biography of Ignatius of Loyola (Philadelphia: Saint Joseph's University Press, 2008). On 
imagery of the life of Ignatius of Loyola and particularly his vision of the Crucifixion in La Storta, see 
Alison C. Fleming, “The ‘Roles’ of Illustrations of the Lives of St. Ignatius of Loyola,” in Visibile teologia: 
il libro sacro figurato in Italia tra cinquecento e seicento, Temi e testi 101, ed. Erminia Ardissino and 
Elisabetta Selmi (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2012), 115-125; Fleming, “St Ignatius of Loyola’s 
‘Vision at La Storta’ and the Foundation of the Society of Jesus,” in Foundation, Dedication and 
Consecration in Early Modern Europe, Intersections: Interdisciplinary Studies in Early Modern Culture 22, 
ed. Maarten Delbeke and Minou Schraven (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 225-249. 
145 Monssen, “Rex Gloriose Martyrum,” 134; citing and translating Nadal, Plàticas spirituals del P. 
Jerónimo Nadal S. I., en Coimbra (1561), Biblioteca teológica granadina, ser. 1, vol. 2, ed. Miguel Nicolau, 
S. J. (Granada: Facultad Teológica de la Compañia de Jesús, 1945), 496: “Ex his colligimus Societatis 
nostrae fundamentum esse Jesum Christum crucifixum, ut sicut ipse cum cruce genus humanum redemit et 
quotidie maximas patitur afflictiones et cruces in Corpore suo Mystico, quod est Ecclesia: sic et is qui 
Societatis nostrae est, non aliud sibi proponat quam ut, per plurimas persecutiones Christum sequens, 
animarum salutem una cum ipso Christo procuret, quandoquidem illae, Christi sanguine redemptae, tam 
misere pereunt.”   
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may result in persecution and martyrdom. As Nadal clearly articulated, the foundation of 

the Jesuit Order was Jesus Christ crucified; their mission was to follow Christ “through 

the greatest persecutions.” Nadal’s description of the Church as the mystical body of 

Christ crucified also implied a material continuity between Christ and the Church. By 

imitating Christ in their bodily suffering and even martyrdom, Jesuit novices could 

anticipate wholeness and unity with Christ in the resurrection.146 

The continuous narrative in the second panel of the ambulatory fresco cycle, 

depicting the martyrdom of Saint Stephen, exemplifies the organization of Circignani’s 

compositions and the use of the lettered captions (Figs. 89–94). The central figure in the 

panel is St. Stephen, marked in the image with the letter A (Fig. 89).147 The background 

includes imagery of the flagellation of a group of Apostles, labeled B on the right of the 

composition, and the beheading of St. James, labeled C on the left side (Fig. 90). The text 

below the image first identifies the saints’ persecutors, which helped the viewer follow 

the chronology of the series from one panel to the next; then, the lettered captions 

describe the subjects portrayed in the image according to their corresponding letter in the 

fresco (Figs. 92–93). As we have seen, this way of pairing text and image adopted a 

similar system used in the devotional prints in Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations.148 

The inscriptions below each panel are written in both Latin and Italian; this enabled 

clerical and lay visitors with diverse educations to follow the detailed iconography of the 

                                                
146 On material continuity and the idea of wholeness, see Bynum,  “Material Continuity,” 240-243. 
147 Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part I,” 183-185. 
148 See the earlier section in this chapter on the “composition of place” for a more detailed discussion on 
Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations and it role in the formation of Jesuit theories of sight and the 
development of Jesuit devotional imagery. As noted earlier, the Jesuit artist Giovanni Battista Fiammeri 
created a second set of drawings for Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations between 1579 and 1581 while 
Fiammeri was working in Rome. These images likely influenced Michele Lauretano and Circignani to 
adapt a similar system of captioning for the frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo. See Buser, “Jerome Nadal,” 
424-433; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 137. 
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martyrdom cycle.149 Although the Jesuit novices at the German-Hungarian college were 

the primary audience for the frescoes, large and diverse crowds filled the church for feast 

days, particularly on the natalis of St. Stephen on December 26.150 

An inscription above each of the panels in Circignani’s cycle also gives a verse in 

Latin from Scripture or the liturgy related to the themes depicted in the martyrdom 

images (Fig. 94). The inscription above the panel depicting the martyrdom of St. Stephen 

records a verse from Psalm 78 related to the imagery of persecutions in Jerusalem stating, 

“They have poured out their blood around Jerusalem.”151 The pairing of text and image in 

the fresco cycle aided meditations on the lives of the martyrs; it identified the Scriptural 

foundation for a theology of suffering and persecution.  

The historical imagery of persecution and martyrdom encircling S. Stefano 

Rotondo’s ambulatory responded to but also influenced sixteenth-century interpretations 

of the painted catacombs. Early modern Catholic antiquarians and pilgrims understood 

the catacombs as sights that embodied the suffering and persecutions endured by the 

early Church.152 Several scenes in S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle recalled the 

subjects and figures found in early Christian paintings in the catacombs. For example, 

Circignani’s depiction of St. Agnes looking up with her arms raised and hands open 

resembled the catacomb paintings of orant figures (Fig. 106).153 Descriptions of early 

                                                
149 For a discussion of the system of lettered captions in Circignani’s frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo as a 
device to aid memory and meditation, see Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 78-86. 
150 Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part Two,” 17, 86-96. 
151 The inscription above the panel depicting the Martyrdom of St. Stephen from Ps. 78:3 reads: 
“Effuderunt sanguinem sanctor[um] sour[um] / in circuitu Hierusalem. Ps. 78.” See Monssen, “The 
Martyrdom Cycle…Part I,” 184.  
152 For a detailed discussion of sixteenth-century interpretations of the catacombs and the early Christian 
images and antiquities discovered in Rome’s underground cemeteries, see Chapters Three and Four above.  
153 Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 177-178. Korrick also noted this comparison between St. Agnes in 
S. Stefano Rotondo and the orant figures in the catacombs. However, she also observed that 
Michelangelo’s Pietà for Vittoria Colonna (c. 1540) portrayed the Madonna in a similar pose, which could 
have also been a source for Circignani’s figure of St. Agnes. While the orant figures often portrayed in the 
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Christian iconography in the catacombs also often referred to the scenes from the Hebrew 

Scriptures in which God saved his followers from persecution and death, such as the 

stories of Daniel in the lions’ den and the three youths in the fiery furnace that frequently 

appear in the catacombs (Figs. 32–34, 66, 69). Sixteenth-century antiquarians and 

Catholic reformers often interpreted the popularity of these subjects in the catacombs as 

evidence that these paintings were directed towards early Christians during times of 

persecution.154  

S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle included several scenes depicting beasts 

and fire as instruments of martyrdom, which recalled and continued the Old Testament 

narratives frequently depicted in the catacombs.155 For example, the scene of St. Ignatius 

of Antioch’s martyrdom by six lions in the eighth panel of the fresco series recalled 

imagery of Daniel in the lions’ den in the catacombs (Fig. 107). Early modern 

antiquarians interpreted these scenes as references to the early Christians who had been 

martyred by wild beasts.156 Circignani’s panel depicting the martyrdom of St. Ignatius of 

Antioch places the martyr in the foreground (labeled A) surrounded by lions in an arena 

framed by a three-story palace that resembles the architecture of the Villa Mattei al 

Celio.157 The villa was where St. Filippo Neri’s processions stopped for lunch and a 
                                                
catacombs were not the only possible sources that could have informed Circignani’s depiction of this 
gesture, his figure of St. Agnes is one of several images that allude to subject represented in the Roman 
catacombs.  
154 For example, see Borromeo, Sacred Painting, 101. See pages 165-166 in Chapter Four above.  
155 Among the thirty-two panels in S. Stefano Rotondo’s ambulatory fresco cycle, four panels depict 
martyrs being attacked by beast as the central narrative of the scene, and ten scenes of martyrdom by fire 
appear in the cycle. Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle…Part I,” 175-317. 
156 As discussed in Chapter Three, the anonymous description of the catacombs on Via Salaria from 1578 
refers to a scene of St. Ignatius of Antioch’s martyrdom by lions at this site, which was likely a 
misidentification of a painting of Daniel in the lions’ den. See pages 109-110 above.  
157 Federico Zeri identifies the building as either the Villa Mattei al Celio or Montalto at Termini. Based on 
the role that Villa Mattei al Celio played in the Seven Churches Devotion honoring Rome’s early Christian 
martyrs, I find that the setting of Villa Mattei would be more appropriate for devotional exercises honoring 
the martyrs. Federico Zeri, Pittura e controriforma: L’arte senza tempo di Scipione da Gaeta (Turin: Giulio 
Einaudi, 1957), 68; Monssen, “The Marytrdom Cycle…Part I,” 209.  
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period of meditation after visiting the catacombs of St. Sebastian during the Seven 

Churches Devotions.158 As a site associated with the Seven Churches Devotions honoring 

Rome’s early Christian heritage and its martyrs, the reference to Villa Mattei in the 

architectural setting of the scene of St. Ignatius of Antioch’s martyrdom by lions could 

have directed viewers to contemplate Rome’s sacred landscape in their meditations on the 

sufferings of the martyrs.  

Imagery of fire as an instrument of martyrdom also appeared as the primary 

subject of ten panels in Circignani’s fresco cycle and recalled the story from the Book of 

Daniel of the three Jewish youths — Sidrach, Misach, and Abednego (Figs. 66, 69). The 

three youths refused to commit idolatry and worship other gods as King Nabuchodonosor 

(Nebuchadnezzar) had commanded. Therefore, the king ordered that they be cast into a 

fiery furnace as punishment for their disobedience, but God saved the three youths 

keeping them unharmed.159 The inscription above the first scene of martyrdom by fire in 

S. Stefano Rotondo depicting St. John the Evangelist standing in a boiling pot of water 

over a fiery flame alluded to a passage from the book of Daniel describing the miracle of 

the three youths who were saved from the fire (Fig. 108). The inscription reads, “No 

smell of fire had come upon you,”160 which paraphrased Daniel 3:94 describing the 

miracle: “the fire had no power on their bodies, and that not a hair of their head had been 

singed, nor their garments altered, nor the smell of the fire had passed on them.”161 The 

                                                
158 For a discussion of the processional route for the Seven Churches Devotion, see Maria Pia Pacente “S. 
Filippo Neri e il giro delle basiliche,” in Via delle sette chiese in Roma: Un percorso storico, archeologico, 
paesistico, ed. Gabriele M. Guarrera (Rome: Gangemi, 1997), 33-36. 
159 Daniel 3.  
160 Monssen, “The Marytrdom Cycle…Part I,” 199. The Latin above the panel depicting the martyrdom of 
St. John the Evangelist read, “Odor ignis non erit in te.”  
161 Douay-Rheims Bible translation of the Latin Vulgate of Daniel 3:94: “quoniam nihil potestatis 
habuisset ignis in corporibus eorum, et capillus capitis eorum non esset adustus, et sarabala eorum non 
fuissent immutata, et odor ignis non transisset per eos.” 
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pairing of text and image in the scene of St. John the Evangelist at S. Stefano Rotondo 

connected the early Christian martyr to the history of persecutions against the Jews 

recounted in the Hebrew Scriptures. Because imagery of the three youths in the fiery 

furnace was frequently depicted in the catacombs, the reference to Daniel 3:94 in 

relationship to the image of St. John the Evangelist’s martyrdom by fire may have also 

encouraged sophisticated viewers, those knowledgeable about the discoveries being made 

in the catacombs, to meditate upon Rome’s ancient cemeteries as places associated with 

the ancient cult of martyrs.  

A collection of emblems by Antonio Tempesta (1555–1630) with accompanying 

verses by Giulio Roscio in the book Emblemata Sacra S. Stephani Caelii Montis 

Intercolumniis Affixa (The Sacred Emblems Fixed Between the Columns at S. Stefano on 

the Caelian Hill, 1589) included meditations on the themes of lions and fire as 

instruments of martyrdom (Fig. 109); as the title suggests, this collection of emblems and 

verses was designed to be used in conjunction with the martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano 

Rotondo.162 Roscio’s Sacred Emblems could also be used with the collection of prints 

copying the martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo in Triumphus Martyrum in Templo 

D. Stephani Caelii Montis Expressus (1587, 1589).163  

Roscio’s Emblemata Sacra addresses the theme of early Christian martyrdom by 

lions in emblem four depicting The Lion with a Swarm of Bees (Fig. 110). Tempesta’s 

print represents a lion lying on its back in a rocky, mountainous landscape with a swarm 

of bees flying out of his mouth. The accompanying verse by Roscio compared the 
                                                
162 Giulio Roscio, Emblemata Sacra S. Stephani Caelii Montis Intercolumniis Affixa (Rome: Alessandro 
Gardane and Francesco Coattino, 1589); Monssen, “Emblems in Jesuit Educational Practice: The Case of 
Santo Stefano Rotondo in Rome,” in Imitation, Representation and Printing in the Italian Renaissance, 
Early Modern and Modern Studies, ed. Roy T. Eriksen and Magne Malmanger (Pisa: Fabrizio Serra, 2009), 
305-366.  
163 Ibid. Giulio Roscio also wrote poems that accompanied the series of prints copying S. Stefano 
Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle in Triumphus Martyrum in Templo. 
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suffering of the martyrs who faced tortures at the mouths of lions in Rome to the 

sweetness of Christ’s death:  
 

You will look in wonder on youths / in the flower of their years as they 
undergo horrible tortures with glad faces. / How often may Rome be a 
witness, they will pray / that the unwilling lion bring them death with 
rabid mouth. / Ah Christ, dying with marvelous sweetness, put away 
death, / therefore it is sweet to die in the name of Christ. / Certainly this is 
what it was for nectared honeycombs to have / given off sweet honey from 
the mouth of a prostrate lion.164 

The instruction to “look in wonder on youths” enduring “horrible tortures with glad 

faces” was particularly applicable to the Jesuit novices, many of whom were youths that 

could face martyrdom in their missions. By telling his reader to look on the youths, 

Roscio identified the young martyrs as exemplars for the worshiper; this directive would 

have been particularly powerful for Jesuit novices meditating on both the emblem and the 

martyrdom imagery at S. Stefano Rotondo simultaneously. Roscio’s verse encouraged the 

novices to contemplate how the mouth of the lion was transformed from an instrument of 

torture into something gentle and sweet like “honey from the mouth of a prostrate lion.” 

Rather than focusing on the suffering of the martyrs in Rome, the emblem illustrated the 

spiritual rewards for imitating Christ in the face of persecution. This emblem was an 

instructive counterpart to images of early Christian martyrs being attacked by lions and 

wild beasts: Jesuit novices could contemplate the suffering of the martyrs in the scenes at 

S. Stefano Rotondo in relationship to the rewards of martyrdom described in Roscio’s 

verses.  

                                                
164 Monssen, “Emblems in Jesuit Educational Practices,” 335; citing and translating Roscio, Emblemata 
Sacra, 4: “Miraris teneros iuuenes florentibus annis / Horribiles hilari fronte subire cruces: / Invitum 
quoties, testis sit Roma, leonem / Orarunt rabido ferret ut ore necem. / Ah moriens Christus mira dulcedine 
mortem / Condijt, hinc Christi nomine dulce mori est. / Scilicet istud erat prostrati ex ore leonis / Dulcia 
nectareos mella dedisse favos.”  
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Roscio’s verses in Emblemata Sacra accompanying Tempesta’s emblem sixteen, 

Hammer and Anvil (Fig. 111) have a message similar to the story from the Book of 

Daniel of the three youths who could not be harmed in the fiery furnace. Tempesta’s 

emblem represents an anvil being beaten with an iron hammer and cast into the fire, 

neither of which can damage the anvil because of its strength. Roscio compared the 

strength of the anvil to the strength endowed by faith:  
 
No part gives to the strong blows. / Cast into the flames, it also conquers 
them with strength. / Brighter than the conquered, it glitters in the fire. / 
You assault the mind, firm in faith with cruel iron, / and you light the 
pyres in vain, o, cruel tyrant. / Faith shines untouched and is weakened by 
no blow. / Unabated it radiates in the savage fire.165 

Roscio’s description of how faith “radiates in the savage fire” would have likely been 

connected to various images in S. Stefano Rotondo of early Christian martyrs being 

tortured by fire (Fig. 112).166 Roscio’s verse declaring “faith shines untouched” by the 

fiery flames would have called to mind the three youths from the Book of Daniel.  

Roscio’s verses on fire and beasts as instruments of martyrdom focused on the 

spiritual benefits of suffering; his text demonstrates the imaginative leaps that worshipers 

were encouraged to make through the practice of affective meditation. Circignani’s 

history of martyrdom provided the Jesuit novices with vivid sensory cues to contemplate 

the specific physical tortures that they might endure. By meditating on Circignani’s 

history of martyrdom in connection with Roscio’s Sacred Emblems, Jesuit novices had 

equally detailed directives for meditations on the spiritual rewards of martyrdom. Based 

on the thematic links that Jesuit meditation practices encouraged worshipers to make, I 

                                                
165 Monssen, “Emblems in Jesuit Educational Practices,” 340; citing and translating Roscio, Emblemata 
Sacra, 16: “Nec pars robustis ictibus ulla cadit: / Iniectus flammis, flammas quoque robore vincit, / Clarius 
et victo victor in igne micat. / Firma fide oppugnas crudely pectora ferro, / Et frustra accendis saueve 
tiranne rogos. / Integra fulgescit, nulloque retunditur ictu, / Atque illaesa fero claret in igne fides.”  
166 Ibid., 341.  
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propose that the Circignani’s imagery of fire and lions as instruments of martyrdom 

would have stimulated worshipers at S. Stefano Rotondo to imagine their devotions as an 

affective continuation of early Christian worship; the Jesuit novices could picture to 

themselves the devotions of the early Church in the painted catacombs, surrounded by 

images of Daniel in the lions’ den and the three youths in the fiery furnace.  

 In his Annual Letter from 1582 and in his diary, Michele Lauretano described the 

affective quality of Circignani’s paintings and their power to stimulate devotion. 

Lauretano’s comments about the beauty of Circignani’s paintings in relationship to their 

devotional use are particularly revealing: Lauretano praised the martyrdom cycle for the 

emotional and spiritual response it engendered rather than the style or appearance of the 

paintings. Lauretano’s comments about Circignani’s martyrdom cycle are similar to 

Pomeo Ugonio’s praise of the church as perhaps the most beautiful in all of Rome; both 

Lauretano and Ugonio describe the devotional effect of the paintings as the source of 

their beauty.167 

 Praising the devout quality of S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle, which 

caused many to weep, Lauretano nonetheless described the appearance of the frescoes as 

“mediocre” or “moderately beautiful.” In his Annual Letter from 1582, Lauretano states 

that the painting is “mediocre, ma molto devota.”168 Again, in his diary, Lauretano 

comments that it is “mediocremente bella, ma molto devota.”169 This assessment of the 

                                                
167 On Ugonio’s praise of S. Stefano Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle, see pages 196-197 above.  
168 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 310 n. 140; citing ARSI, Rom. 126b I, 10b. The entire 
passage reads: “Et è cosa che il gran numero de’ Martiri, et infinite sorti di tormenti, che qui sono depinti, 
et per esser la pittura mediocre, ma molto devota, ha dato grand’ edificazione à tutti, et nome al Collegio, et 
molti sono che non possono risguardarle senza lacrime. Il Papa di continuo si mostra molto affetionato à 
questa opera, et ne resta molto contento.”  
169 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 310-311 n. 140; citing ACGU, Hist. 103, 49a. The entire 
passage reads: “Et è cosa che move molto à divotione per vedere infinite sorti di tormenti, et tanto gran 
numero de’ Martiri, et per esser la pittura mediocremente bella, ma molto divota, molti non la possono 
vedere senza lagrime, et moti spirituali.”  
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painting as “mediocre” seems to contradict the rectors claim that it has “given great 

edification to everyone, and renown to the college.”170 Leslie Korrick has argued that 

Lauretano’s use of the term mediocremente is “best understood within the framework of 

ancient ethics and moral philosophy.”171 She observes that in these disciplines the Italian 

word mediocremente was associated with the virtue modestia, which Cicero defined as 

“the orderliness and moderation of everything that is said and done, wherein consist 

temperance and self-control.”172 Therefore, Lauretano’s description of S. Stefano 

Rotondo’s martyrdom cycle as mediocremente bella should more accurately be translated 

as “restrained beauty.” If Korrick is correct, then, Laurenti’s comment that Circignani’s 

painting had a “restrained beauty” emphasized the virtue of temperance or moderation in 

the artist’s style.173 In other words, the beauty of his painting inspired devotion, without 

distracting viewers from the sacred object of their contemplation. Lauretano’s praise of 

the restraint and moderation of Circignani’s painting reflects his understanding of 

contemporary concerns regarding indecorous religious painting, which Paleotti addressed 

in his Discourses.  

By stating that Circignani’s paintings are “beautiful but very devout” (bella, ma 

molto devota) Lauretano creates a comparison between the beauty and devout quality of 

the images; the conjunction ma (but) implies that these qualities are conflicting and not in 

alliance. Although Lauretano’s description of the paintings as mediocremente bella 

alludes to the decorum of the images, it is clear that the appearance of the frescoes was 

                                                
170 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 129, 310 n. 140; citing and translating ARSI, Rom. 126b I, 
10b: “ha dato grand’ edificazione à tutti, et nome al Collegio” 
171 Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 177. 
172 Ibid., 177, 187 n. 53; citing Marcus Tullius Cicero, De officiis, trans. W. Miller (London: Heinemann, 
1975) 16-17: “quae fiunt quaeque dicuntur, ordine et modo, in quo inest modestia et temperantia.”  
173 Korrick, “On the Meaning of Style,” 177; Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 128-129, 310-
311 n. 140. 
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not Lauretano’s primary concern; rather, he valued sacred paintings that taught devotion 

without distracting worshipers with style and beauty.  

 Lauretano’s evaluation of Circignani’s martyrdom cycle is based on the “devout” 

quality of the paintings and the emotive effect that they had on worshipers. In the diary 

entry, Lauretano’s description of Circignani’s cycle captures the physical, sensory 

experience of the images as a means of internal, devotional sight. His comments reflect 

his training in the Spiritual Exercises and the “composition of place.” He describes 

looking at the martyrdom cycle as an emotive experience that imaginatively transports 

the worshiper in meditation:   
 
It moves many to devotion, to see the infinite varieties of torment, and the 
great number of martyrs, and because the painting is of restrained beauty, 
but very devout, there are many who can not look at it without tears, and 
spiritual transport.174 

Lauretano describes the sight S. Stefano Rotondo’s history of martyrdom as a 

transformative experience: devotees who meditate on paintings are “[moved] to 

devotion,” experience a heightened emotional response in their worship, and are 

transported spiritually.  Lauretano notes the specificity and quantity of martyrdom scenes 

that depict “infinite varieties of torment, and the great number of martyrs” as aspects of 

the cycle that are particularly effective in devotion. The intricate continuous narratives 

that fill the ambulatory walls of the church encourage prolonged and careful examination 

of the images; the meditative form of viewing that this imagery promoted would have 

been particularly effective as a guide for the composition of place.  

                                                
174 Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 310-311 n. 140; citing ACGU, Hist. 103, 49a: “Et è cosa 
che move molto à divotione per vedere infinite sorti di tormenti, et tanto gran numero de’ Martiri, et per 
esser la pittura mediocremente bella, ma molto divota, molti non la possono vedere senza lacrime, et moti 
spirituali.” 
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By stimulating affective meditation on the martyrs’ suffering, the paintings at S. 

Stefano Rotondo moved the emotions of worshipers: as Lauretano reports, “there are 

many who can not look at it without tears.” The emotional response reflects an interior, 

spiritual change in the viewer who experiences “spiritual transport.” Lauretano’s 

assertion that the paintings stimulate “spiritual transport” alludes to the power of these 

images as aids for the composition of place. Looking at Circignani’s frescoes would 

guide viewers as they made the history of martyrdom present in their devotions. The 

process of spiritual transport in meditation united worshipers with people, places, and 

events from the early Christian past, allowing worshipers to make thematic and spiritual 

links between the early Church and the contemporary persecutions facing sixteenth-

century Jesuit missionaries.   

The history of martyrdom at S. Stefano Rotondo emulated as well as promoted 

sixteenth-century affective devotions in the catacombs. Both Circignani’s frescoes and 

the painted catacombs stimulated imaginative forms of meditation, eliciting emotional, 

tearful responses from contemplative worshipers. Training in Ignatius’s Spiritual 

Exercises conditioned Jesuit worshipers to envision themselves being transported to the 

time and place of the object of their contemplation. I argue that the composition of place 

encouraged Jesuits to enliven the Christian past in their devotions; this imaginative form 

of meditation encouraged devotees — whether they were visiting S. Stefano Rotondo, the 

catacombs, or one of Rome’s many sacred sites — to envision their worship as an 

affective continuation of the Christian past. The continuity of the Church throughout time 

also affirmed its unity. Imaginative leaps between early Christian and sixteenth-century 
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devotional practices demonstrated the unity and timelessness of the Church; the Body of 

Christ continued “in the path of imitating Christ… right up to our times.”175 

The artistic program at S. Stefano Rotondo in the early 1580s reflects a dramatic 

shift in the early Christian revival movement in Rome; this change shaped sacred art and 

architecture into the early seventeenth century. Rather than restoring the early Christian 

appearance and style of the church, the patrons and artists at S. Stefano Rotondo created a 

decorative program that reflected sixteenth-century assumptions about what early 

Christian worship would have been like in the catacombs. Late sixteenth-century 

devotions to the cult of saints contributed to and were influenced by the popularity of 

Circignani’s frescoes. By filling their sanctuaries with images of early Christian martyrs, 

the Jesuits established a new form of liturgical art that imaginatively recreated the 

devotional effect of the catacombs as places that “conjectured the persecutions, 

sufferings, and piety of the holy lives of the early Church.”176  

Circignani’s martyrdom frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo inspired similar narrative 

cycles of martyrs decorating the naves of the Jesuit churches of S. Tommaso di 

Canterbury in 1583 and San Vitale between 1598 and 1600 (Figs. 95-96, 113). The 

Jesuits’ innovative restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo and Circignani’s martyrdom cycle 

provided a precedent for Cesare Baronio’s restoration of his titular church SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo (1597). The Jesuits’ innovative approach to the restoration of Santo Stefano 

Rotondo in the early 1580s would reach its most sophisticated expression under the 

patronage of Cesare Baronio in the 1590s. 

 

                                                
175 For the translation see, Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, 129; citing Ugonio, Historia delle 
stationi di Roma, 290-291. See note ? above.  
176 Sauerland, “De coemeterio D. Priscillae,” 211; see note 90 on page 110 in Chapter Three above.  
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Chapter 6:  
Cesare Baronio’s Restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo: 

Defending the Continuity of Catholic Worship  
 

In the 1586 edition of the Martyrologium Romanum Cesare Baronio inserted a 

frontispiece depicting the triumph of Christ and all his saints (Fig. 14).1 In his left hand 

Christ holds the instruments of his Passion, which have been transformed from 

instruments of torture to emblems of Christ’s victory over sin and death. A crowd of 

saints encircles Christ: they represent the triumphant Church and its martyrs who bring 

glory to God by emulating Christ through their faith and sacrifice. An inscription written 

below the image on the architectural frame quotes the final verse of Psalm 149: 

“GLORIA HAEC EST OMNIBVS SANCTIS EIVS” (this glory is to all his saints).2 

Allegorical figures of Ecclesia and Religio stand to the left and right of the classical 

architectural frame; they hold palms of martyrdom along with their traditional attributes. 

Festively displayed along the edges of the tabernacle, gruesome instruments of 

martyrdom — fiery torches, axes, spears, saws, clamps, and chains — hang like trophies 

of the martyrs’ glory. This triumphal imagery of the martyrs continuing Christ’s passion 

epitomizes Baronio’s approach to the revival of early Christian Rome. 

                                                
1 Martyrologium Romanum ad Novam Kalendarii Rationem, et Ecclesaisticae Historiae Veritatem 
Restitutum. Gregorii XIII Pont. Max. Iussu Editum. Accesserunt Notationes atque Tratatio de Martyrologio 
Roman. Auctore Caesare Baronio Sorano Congregationis Oratorii Presbytero. Cum Privilegio et Permissu 
Superiorum (Rome: extypographia Dominici Basae, 1586). The frontispiece appears in the first edition of 
the Martyrologium with Baronio’s Tractatio  and Natationes. See Alessandro Zuccari, “Il cardinale 
Baronio iconografo della Controriforma,” Studi romani 57 no. 1/4 (2009): 186; Marco Pupillo, “Gli incisori 
di Baronio. Il maestro “MGF,” Philippe Thomassin, Leonardo e Girolama Parasole (con una nota su 
Isabella/Isabetta/Elisabetta Parasole),” in Baronio e le sue fonti: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, 
Sora 10-13, Ottobre 2007, Fonti e studi baroniani 4, ed. Luigi Gulia (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani 
“Vincenzo Patriarca,” 2009), 831-866. 
2 Psalm 149: 9 (Vulgate Bible). An inscription with this phrase also appears on the entrance wall of SS. 
Nereo e Achilleo framing a fresco of the church’s patron saints and their companions receiving palms and 
crowns as emblems of their victory through martyrdom. 
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As a historian and patron, Cesare Baronio promoted the continuity of Catholic 

tradition from the early Christian era to the post-Tridentine Church.3 Baronio was a 

member of the Congregation of the Oratory; he succeeded Filippo Neri as the superior of 

the Roman Oratory in 1593.4 Thus his scholarship continued Neri’s efforts to promote 

devotion to the cult of martyrs and spiritual exercises honoring Rome’s early Christian 

heritage.5 In the 1580s, Baronio contributed to the revision of Usuard’s Martyrologium 
                                                
3 Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli has discussed Baronio’s vision of a Church “ever the same” (semper eadem) 
in the Annales. Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio and the Roman Catholic Vision of the early 
Church,” in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World, ed. Katherine Van Liere, 
Simon Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2012), 58-63. 
 There is an extensive bibliography on Baronio’s scholarship. For biographical information on 
Baronio’s life and work, see Generoso Calenzio, La vita e gli scritti del Cardinale Cesare Baronio: Della 
congregazione del’oratorio (Rome: Tipografia Vaticana, 1907); Alberto Pincherle, “Baronio, Cesare” in 
Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, VI (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia italiana, 1964), 470-478; Cyriac 
K. Pullapilly, Caesar Baronius, Counter-Reformation Historian (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1975); Hubert Jedin, Kardinal Caesar Baronius. Der Anfang der katholischen 
Kirchengeschichtsschreibung im 16. Jahrhundert (Münster: Aschendorff, 1978). 
 For collected volumes of essays with scholarship on Baronio’s contributions to sacred history, 
hagiography, antiquarian scholarship, sacred art, and Counter-Reformation Rome, see Filippo Caraffa, ed., 
A Cesare Baronio: scritti vari (Sora: Vescovo di Sora, 1963); Romeo De Maio, Luigi Gulia, and Aldo 
Mazzacane, eds., Baronio storico e la controriforma: Atti del convengo internazionale di studi (Sora, 6-10 
October 1979), Fonti e studi baroniani 1 (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani “Vincenzo Patriarca,” 1979); De 
Maio et al., eds., Baronio e l'arte: Atti del Convegno Internationale di Studi, Sora 10-13 Ottobre 1984, 
Fonti e studi baroniani 2 (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani “Vincenzo Patriarca,” 1985); Luigi Gulia, ed., 
Baronio e le sue fonti: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Sora 10-13, Ottobre 2007, Fonti e studi 
baroniani 4 (Sora: Centro di Studi Sorani “Vincenzo Patriarca,” 2009); Patrizia Tosini, ed., Arte e 
committenza nel Lazio nell’età di Cesare Baronio: Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Frosinone, 
Sora, 16 - 18 maggio 2007 (Rome: Gangemi, 2009); Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, Raimondo Michetti, and 
Francesco Scorza Barcellona, eds., Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, Studi e ricerche 29 
(Rome: Viella, 2012).  
4 Carlo Gasbarri, L’Oratorio romano dal Cinquecento al Novecento (Rome: Arti grafiche D’Urso, 1962), 
141-142; 199, 333-334. For Baronio’s contributions to the Roman Oratory and the Biblioteca Vallicelliana 
see Giuseppe Finocchiaro, Cesare Baronio e la tipografia della Oratoria: Impresa e ideologia (Florence: 
Leo S. Olschki, 2005); Finocchiaro, ed., I libri di Cesare Baronio in Vallicelliana (Rome: Biblioteca 
Vallicelliana, 2008). For Baronio’s influence on the artistic program at S. Maria in Vallicelliana, the 
Roman Oratory’s principal church, the Chiesa Nuova, see Daniele Ferrara, “Cesare Baronio e la fabbrica 
della Chiesa Nuova,” in Arte e committenza nel Lazio nell’età di Cesare Baronio: Atti del Convegno 
Internazionale di Studi, Frosinone, Sora, 16 - 18 Maggio 2007, ed. Patrizia Tosini (Rome: Gangemi, 2009), 
208-227. 
5 Vincenzo Fiocchi Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano e le origini dell’archeologia 
cristiana,” in San Filippo Neri nella realtà romana del XVI secolo: atti del Convegno di studio in occasione 
del IV centenario della morte di San Filippo Neri (1595-1995): Roma, 11-13 maggio 1995. Miscellanea 
della Società Romana di Storia Patria, ed. Maria Teresa Bonadonna Russo and Niccolò del Re (Rome: 
Società romana di storia patria, 2000), 105-130. See pages 90-95 in Chapter Three above for a more 
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Romanum and wrote Notationes, giving explanatory, historical details on the martyrs’ 

cults.6 He credited Neri with the idea for his most influential historical work, the Annales 

Ecclesiastici (1588–1607), a multi-volume history of the church from the first to the 

twelfth century.7 The Annales refuted Matthias Flacius Illyricus’s Magdeburg Centuries 
                                                
detailed discussion of Filippo Neri’s devotions to Rome’s early Christian martyrs in the catacombs of St. 
Sebastian and his reinstitution of the Seven Churches Devotions.  
6 Cardinal Guglielmo Sirleto (1514–1585) first charged Baronio to assist in the revision of the 
Martyrologium in 1580 as part of the papal commission to select the saints and martyrs that would be 
celebrated in the reformed liturgical book and calendar. The earliest publication of the revised 
Martyrologium was printed in 1582. Martyrologium Romanum. Ab Idibus Octobris Anni Correctionis 
MDLXXXII usque ad Finem Eiusdem Anni. Gregorii XIII Pontificis Maximi Iussu Editum (Rome: ex 
typographia Dominici Basae, 1582). Another publication of the Martyrologium also appeared in 1583, but 
the revision was not officially approved and adopted until 1584, when another edition was printed as the 
new calendar. Martyrologium Romanum ad Novam Kalendarii Rationem, et Ecclesaisticae Historiae 
Veritatem Restitutum. Gregorii XIII Pont. Max Iussu Editum (Rome: ex typographia Dominici Basae, 
1584).  

In 1583, Sirleto requested that Baronio expand upon the earlier revisions of the Marytrologium by 
adding historical notes and documents explaining the liturgical text. For this project, Baronio wrote a 
preface to the Martyrologium titled Tractatio de martyrologio romano (pages I-XIV), which first appeared 
in the 1586 edition of the Martyrologium, that is cited above in reference to Baronio’s frontispiece. 
Baronio’s Notationes had a similar structure as modern footnotes and followed the liturgy for each day, 
providing additional knowledge on the lives of the martyrs and relevant bibliographical information. 
Baronio continued to revise and update his Notationes to the Martyrologium, which appeared in subsequent 
editions of the text published in Venice in 1587, in Antwerp in 1589, and in Rome in 1598 by the Vatican. 
Published after Baronio’s death, an edition printed by the Vatican in 1630 included revisions and additions 
that Baronio made to the Martyrologium between 1598 and 1607.  

For full citations of each edition of the Martyrologium published between 1582 and 1630 and a 
detailed analysis of Baronio’s authorship of the Martyrologium, see Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio e il 
Martyrologium Romanum: Problemi interpretative e linee evolutive di un rapporto diacronico,” in Nunc 
alia tempora alii mores: Storici e storia età postridentina, ed. Massimo Firpo (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 
2005), 47-89. For additional studies on Baronio and the Martyrologium Romanum, see Manlio Sodi, “Il 
Martirologio tra agiografia e culto,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 289-300; Jetze Touber, “Baronio e Gallonio: 
le fonti per il sapere martirologio,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 389-410; Guazzelli, “Baronio attraverso il 
Martyrologium Romanum,” in Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, 67-110. 
7 For the earliest publication of Baronio’s Annales, see Cesare Baronio, Annales ecclesiastici. 12 vols. 
(Rome: Ex typographia Vaticana, 1588–1607). The citations in this chapter are from the following reprint 
of the collection in the Digital Library of the Catholic Reformation. Cesare Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, 
Tomi I-XII. Editio Postrema ab Ispomet Aucta et Recognita (Mainz: Sumptibus Ioannis Gymnici, & 
Antonii Hierati, 1601–1608).  

In the Gratiarum actio dedicated to Filippo Neri in the preface of volume eight of the Annales first 
published in 1599, Baronio praised Neri as the first author and originator of this massive historical 
enterprise. Baronio stated that he had waited to write the Gratiarum actio praising Neri’s contributions to 
the Annales until after his death because of Neri’s humility. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VIII 
(Rome: 1599, reprint Mainz, 1601): “At cùm nos multiplici nomine eipsi longe plurimum debeamus: de his 
modo, quae spectant ad Annalium, quam habemus prae manibus scriptionem, extet ei tamquam institutae 
omnis lucubrationis nostrae auctori, ista semper vivens, semper loquens Gratiarum actio monumentis 
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(1559–1574) and the Protestant argument that the medieval papacy had corrupted the 

doctrine and devotional practices of the early Christian era.8 Like the Magdeburg 

Centuries, each volume of the Annales covered a span of a hundred years. Baronio’s 

year-by-year organization highlighted the continuity of the Church’s beliefs and tradition 

throughout the centuries.9 Baronio’s historical scholarship contributed to and was 

influenced by Tridentine reform movements that claimed to be based on early Christian 

tradition. As a highly active member of Rome’s Sacred Congregation of Rites and 

Ceremonies, Baronio worked to revive early Christian devotional practices and defended 

the ancient origins of the liturgy.10  

In the Annales, Baronio defended the tradition of sacred art; he frequently 

described and illustrated important images, monuments, and inscriptions as historical 

                                                
perpetuis consignata. Aequum est enim, & animi humiliter de se ac modeste sentientis, per quem profecerit, 
profiteri; iniquum verò & arrogans suis viribus plus satis adscribere.”  

Hubert Jedin observes that the only documentary evidence of Neri’s authorship of the Annales was 
from Baronio; he argues that Baronio exaggerated Neri’s influence as a means of promoting the 
canonization of the Roman Oratory’s founder. Jedin, Kardinal Caesar Baronius; Guazzelli, “Cesare 
Baronio and the early Church,” 53-54. 

On Baronio’s Annales Ecclesiastici, see Angelo Walz, “Baronio ‘Pater Annalium 
Ecclesiasticorum,”’ in A Cesare Baronio, 259-288; Peter J. A. N. Rietbergen, “Printing Baronius’ “Annales 
Ecclesiastici” (Rome 1588–1607),” Quaerendo 13 (1983): 87-102; Stefano Zen, Baronio storico: 
Controriforma e crisi del metodo umanistico (Naples: Vivarium, 1994); Herwarth Röttgen, “Il ‘loco’ 
nell’idea delle Centuriae Magdeburgenses e negli Annales Ecclesiastici: Scrittura verso tradizione, ovvero 
la chiesa a Wittenberg o Magdeburg e la chiesa di Roma,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 115-132; Roberto 
Osculati, “Storia, dogma, e leggenda alle origini del cristianesimo secondo gli Annali di Cesare Baronio,” 
in Baronio e le sue fonti, 171-190; Mario Mazza, “La metodologia storica nella Praefatio degli Annales 
Ecclesiastici,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 23-46; Simon Ditchfield, “Baronio storico nel suo tempo,” in 
Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, 3-22.  
8 On the Magdeburg Centuries (Basel, 1559–1574), see pages 49-51 in Chapter One above. 
9 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 314-315. In his analysis of Cesare Baronio’s Annales 
Ecclesiastica, Ditchfield interprets the author’s meticulously crafted chronological structure and states, 
“Chronology could not play a neutral role as a means of measuring time when the vast majority of people 
still oriented themselves from day to day primarily by means of the saints’ calendar rather than by the day 
of the week…It is this religious relevance of chronology which should be kept in mind when considering 
its role as informing principle of the Historia ecclesiastica…chronology occupied the role of invention 
which effectively generated the text.” 
10 Dante Balboni, “Il Baronio e la riforma liturgica post-tridentina,” in A Cesare Baronio: scritti vari, 315-
322; Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 42-45. For a discusision of Post-Tridentine liturgical 
reforms and the role of the Sacred Congregation of Rites, see pages 74-75 in Chapter Two above.  
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sources.11 Consistent with these interests, Baronio supported and closely followed the 

exploration of the catacombs after the discovery on Via Salaria in 1578.12 He interpreted 

Rome’s early Christian monuments as manifestations of the city’s sacred past.13 As a 

patron, Baronio applied his knowledge of early Christian history and antiquities to restore 

his titular church of SS. Nereo e Achilleo.14 
                                                
11 For literature on Baronio’s scholarship of antiquities and images in the Annales, see Ingo Herklotz, 
“Historia sacra und mittelalterliche Kunst während der zweiten Hälfte des 16. Jahrhunderts in Rom,” in 
Baronio e l’arte, 60-72; Philip Joshua Jacks, “Baronius and the Antiquities of Rome,” in Baronio e l’arte, 
75-96; Stefano Sosti, “Le fonti per l’arte negli Annales Ecclesiastici di Baronio,” in Baronio e l’arte, 247-
260; Carla Pisaniello, “Il significato storico del patrimonio artistico negli Annales,” in Baronio e l’arte, 
329-384; Daniela Campanelli, “Le arti negli Annales,” in Baronio e l’arte, 385-407; Mariarita Sgarlata, 
“L'epigrafia cristiana nell’età di Cesare Baronio,” in Arte e committenza nel Lazio, 49-68; Lucrezia Spera, 
“Il recupero dei monumenti per la restituzione del cristianesimo antico nell’opera di Cesare Baronio,” in 
Arte e committenza nel Lazio, 69-86; Danilo Mazzoleni, “Il cardinale Cesare Baronio e le iscrizioni 
cristiane,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 411-434; Giuseppe Antonio Guazzelli, “La documentazione 
numismatica negli Annales Ecclesiastici di Cesare Baronio,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 489-548. 
12 For scholarship on Baronio and the catacombs, see Pietro Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica del secolo 
decimosesto e gli studi di archeologia Cristiana (Rome: Federico Pustet, 1926), 55-66; Carlo Cecchelli, Il 
cenacolo filippino e l’archeologia Cristiana, Quaderni di studi romani 3 (Rome: Istituto di studi romani, 
1938); Gisella Wataghin Cantino, “Roma sotterranea: Appunti sulle origini dell’archeologia Cristiana,” 
Roma nell’anno 1600: Pittura e giubileo, il revival paleocristiano, Roma sotterranea, Caravaggio “pittore 
di storia,” Ricerche di storia dell’arte 10 (1980): 5-14; Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Baronio e la ‘Roma 
sotterranea’ tra pietà oratoriana e interessi gesuitici,” in Baronio e le sue fonti, 435-487; Lucrezia Spera, 
“Cesare Baronio, ‘peritissimus antiquitatis,’ e le origini dell’archeologia Cristiana,” in Cesare Baronio tra 
santità e scrittura storica, 393-423; Ingo Herklotz, “Chi era Priscilla? Baronio e le ricerche sulla Roma 
sotterranea,” in Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, 425-444. For analysis of Baronio’s 
description of the 1578 discovery in the Annales, see pages 112-119 in Chapter Three above.  
13 Ditchfield, “Reading Rome as a sacred landscape, c. 1586-1635,” in Sacred Space in Early Modern 
Europe, ed. Will Coster and Andrew Spicer (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 171-178. 
14 For scholarship on Baronio’s patronage and restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo see Alessandro Zuccari, 
“La politica culturale dell’Oratorio romano attraverso le imprese artistiche promosse da Cesare Baronio,” 
Storia dell’arte 13 (1981): 171-193; Zuccari, “Restauro e filologia Baroniana,” in Baronio e l’arte, 489-
510; Alexandra Herz, “Cardinal Cesare Baronio’s Restoration of SS. Nereo ed Achilleo and S. Cesareo 
de’Appia,” The Art Bulletin 70, no. 4 (1988): 590-620; Maria Grazia Turco, Il titulus dei Santi Nereo ed 
Achilleo: Emblema della riforma cattolica (Rome: Dedalo, 1997); Zuccari, “Il cardinale Baronio 
iconografo della Controriforma,” Studi romani 57, no. 1/4 (2009): 182-197; Zuccari, “Baronio e 
l’iconografia del martirio,” in Cesare Baronio tra santità e scrittura storica, 445-501. 
 While this chapter focuses exclusively on Baronio’s patronage at SS. Nereo e Achilleo, the 
historian also oversaw the restoration and decoration of other churches in Rome. For Baronio’s patronage 
at S. Gregorio Magno, see Hans Henrik Brummer, “Cesare Baronio and the Convent of Gregory the Great,” 
Konsthistorisk tidskrift 43 (1974): 101-20; Maryvelma Smith O’Neil, “The Patronage of Baronio at San 
Gregorio Magno,” in Baronio e l’arte, 146-171. For literature on his influence in the restoration of S. 
Cesareo de’Appia, see Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 590-620. W. Chandler Kirwin has also addressed 
Baronio’s influenced over the artistic programs for the crossing of New St. Peter’s. W. Chandler Kirwin, 
“Cardinal Baronius and the Misteri in St. Peters,” in Baronio e l’arte, 3-20. 
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Before ascending to the cardinalate, Cesare Baronio had decried the dilapidated 

state of SS. Nereo e Achilleo when he passed the church on the Via Appia Antica during 

one of his frequent visits to Rome’s seven pilgrimage churches in route to the basilica 

and catacombs of St. Sebastian: “What will the heretics say when they come to Rome?”15 

This comment highlights the significance of Rome’s sacred landscape in Catholic 

polemics promoting Rome’s as a holy, Christian capital. The revival of Rome’s 

pilgrimage churches was an urgent concern.  

When Baronio reluctantly accepted the cardinalate from Pope Clement VIII in the 

spring of 1596, he chose SS. Nereo e Achilleo as his titular church. He immediately 

began restoring and adorning the fourth-century basilica.16 Baronio’s team of artists, 

which included Girolamo Massei (c.1540–1616), Domenico Cerroni, and Cristoforo 

Roncalli (1553–1626), quickly restored and decorated the church in preparation for the 

translation of the relics of Saints Flavia Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus to the church in 

an elaborate procession on May 11, 1597.17  

The sacrifice and triumph of Rome’s early Christian martyrs was the unifying 

theme of Baronio’s decorative program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo.18 Martyrdom scenes, 

depictions of saints carrying the instruments of their martyrdoms, and allegorical figures 

of victory adorn the side walls and nave of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, creating a liturgical 

environment that inspired meditation on the earthly suffering and eternal glory of the 
                                                
15 Richard Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph in 1597,” in Essays in the History of Art Presented to 
Rudolf Wittkower, ed. Douglas Fraser, Howard Hibbard and Milton J. Lewine (London: Phaidon, 1967), 
vol. 2: 174; citing and translating BVR, MS. Q. 56. fol. 47: “Ecco là la chiesa dei Santi Nereo et Achilleo a 
che è ridotta…che diranno gli heretici che vengono a Roma?”  
16 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 590-620. 
17 For the attribution of the painted façade and interior fresco cycles at SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see Zuccari, 
“La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 171-193. For Baronio’s translation of the relics of Saints Flavia 
Domitilla, Nereus and Achilleus in a triumphal procession see Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 174-
178. 
18 The early Christian sources for each element of Baronio’s decorative program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo 
will be discussed in greater detail in a subsequent section in this chapter.  
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martyrs (Fig. 114).19 As one approached the church on the Via Appia, the painted façade 

attributed to Girolamo Massei announced the theme of martyrdom with grisaille paintings 

of spikes, lances, and other instruments of cruelty suspended from decorative bows 

flanking the entrance (Fig. 115); this decoration resembles the trophies of martyrdom 

displayed on the frontispiece of the 1586 edition of the Martyrologium (Fig. 14).  

Inside the sanctuary, the program continues with fresco cycles along the side 

walls depicting the martyrdom of the apostles attributed to Domenico Cerroni. Images of 

the lives and martyrdoms of the church’s patron saints by Girolamo Massei adorn the 

nave clerestory (Figs. 116). The themes explored in the martyrdom cycles along the nave 

and side aisles reach their climax with a scene of the saints in glory in the apse fresco by 

Massei. Designed to replace a damaged medieval mosaic, it depicts a large jeweled cross, 

with five male saints and five female saints on either side (Fig. 117).20 The final image 

that worshipers would encounter, as they departed the sanctuary, is a painting on the 

retrofaçade showing Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla, and their companions 

receiving crowns and palms, symbols of their heavenly victory (Fig. 118). An inscription 

in a frame above the image proclaims: GLORIA HAEC EST OMNIBVS SANCTIS 

EIVS, “this glory is to all his saints.”  

The imagery of the martyrs’ extreme physical suffering paired with scenes of the 

Church militant affirmed the continuity and unity of the Church. Late sixteenth-century 

pilgrims visiting SS. Nereo e Achilleo to venerate the recently translated relics of Saints 

Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla could compare scenes depicting the lives of the 

church’s patron saints in the nave clerestory with bloody, gruesome images of the 

                                                
19 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 619-620; Zuccari, “Baronio iconografo della Controriforma,” 185. 
20 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 607. Noted in the inscriptions below the figures, the male saints 
represented from left to right are Cesareus, Servilianus, Sulpicius, Achilleus, and Nereus. From left to right, 
the female saints are Flavia Domitilla, Eufrosina, Theodora, Felicola, and Plautilla.   
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martyrdom of the apostles painted on the side walls. The pairing of these narrative cycles, 

which are both visible from the central aisle of the church, exhorted pilgrims to envision 

the lives and martyrdoms of the church’s patron saints as a continuation of the sacrifices 

made by the apostles for the Church. Like the martyrdom cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo, 

this temporal element in the decoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo could be imaginatively 

extended to early modern Catholics facing martyrdom at the hands of heretics and 

pagans.  

In addition to the chronological continuity implied by the martyrdom imagery of 

the apostles and the church’s patron saints, scenes of the eternal triumph of the martyrs 

represented material continuity: the physical bodies of the martyrs that were mutilated 

and dismembered are shown reassembled and pure.21 Imagery of the church’s patron 

saints and their companions united in heavenly glory on the church’s retrofacade alludes 

to the wholeness of the Church, bodily and spiritually united with Christ and all the saints 

in the resurrection. By meditating on images of the triumph of Saints Nereus, Achilleus, 

and Domitilla, pilgrims at the church could envision the assured future glory and unity of 

the saints’ physical bodies. This iconography alluded to the saints’ relics that were 

present in the church. Pilgrims to the church could envision the eternal nature of the 

relics, which were marked by their future glory in heaven, united with all the saints and 

Christ.  

Art historical analysis of Baronio’s patronage has focused on how the prolific 

church historian used his knowledge of Christian antiquities to incorporate early 

Christian liturgical furnishings and symbols in the restoration SS. Nereo e Achilleo in 
                                                
21 Carolyn Walker Bynum, “Material Continuity, Personal Survival and the Resurrection of the Body: A 
Scholastic Discussion in Its Medieval and Modern Contexts,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays 
on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 239-297. For my 
discussion on material continuity and the post-Tridentine views on the cult of relics, see pages 120-121 in 
Chapter Three above.  
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1597.22 However, a convincing early Christian source for the violent martyrdom imagery 

that fills the nave and side aisles of the church has not been identified. Scholars have 

argued that the church’s martyrdom imagery and gruesome narrative scenes were based 

on contemporary devotional imagery rather than early Christian sources.23 In light of 

Baronio’s concern for incorporating Christian antiquities throughout his restoration of 

SS. Nereo e Achilleo, it seems more likely to me that early Christian sources also 

inspired the church’s complex martyrdom imagery.  

As noted previously, Baronio thought the style of early Christian art during the 

era of Constantine lacked the skill and sophistication of the classical art and monuments 

that had been created for earlier Roman Emperors.24 Therefore, Baronio would have 

considered early Christian painting and sculptural decorations to be poor stylistic models. 

The assumed martyrological use of the painted catacombs, however, provided Baronio 

with a dramatic source to inspire his revival of Rome’s early Christian past. I argue that 

the redecoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleus imaginatively recreated Baronio’s vision of 

early Christian devotion to the saints’ relics, which had originally been entombed in the 

catacombs of Domitilla on Via Ardeatina.25 Though it avoided direct imitation of the 
                                                
22 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph in 1597,” 174-178; Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 590-620; Turco, 
Il titulus dei Santi Nereo ed Achilleo, 59-122; Turco, “Cesare Baronio e i dettami Tridentini nelle 
sistimazioni presbiteriali Romane,” in Arte e committenza nel Lazio, 87-108; Steven F. Ostrow, “The 
‘Confessio’ in Post-Tridentine Rome,” in Arte e committenza nel Lazio, 19-31. Because previous studies 
have discussed the church furnishings at SS. Nereo e Achilleo and their early Christian sources, this study 
focuses on the church’s painted decoration and particularly its martyrdom imagery.  
23 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 607; Zuccari, “Fonti antiche e moderne per le iconografie di Baronio,” in 
Baronio e le sue fonti, 867-932; Zuccaro, “Baronio e l’iconografia del martirio,” 445-501. 
24 Baronio presented these opinions on the style of classical and late antique art in his disuccsion of the 
Arch of Constantine. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus III (Rome: 1592; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 
312, 108-109; see Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press 1993), 122. Baronio’s interpretation of the Arch of Constantine, see 
pages 137-140 in Chapter Four above.  
25 Richard Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph in 1597,” in Essays in the History of Art Presented to 
Rudolf Wittkower, ed. Douglas Fraser, Howard Hibbard and Milton J. Lewine (London: Phaidon, 1967), 
vol. 2, 174-178.  In 1228, the relics of the saints were translated from the catacombs of Domitilla to the 
church of S. Adriano in the Roman Forum. In 1597, Baronio translated the relics of Saints Nereus, 
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catacombs paintings themselves, Baronio’s decorative program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo 

created a liturgical setting that was reminiscent of what post-Tridentine Catholics 

imagined worship would have been like in the catacombs.  

 

BARONIO AND THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTIAN ARCHEOLOGY 

In his scholarship and devotional practices, Baronio promoted the Roman 

catacombs as sites to stimulate the pictorial imagination and animate visions of the early 

Christian past. Baronio made numerous pilgrimages to the Roman catacombs and was 

deeply moved by these ancient sites of devotion.26 In the Annales, Baronio addressed the 

early Christian history of the catacombs and the early Church’s devotions to the cult of 

relics. Drawing upon the rhetorical descriptions of the catacombs by early Christian 

authors such as Jerome and Prudentius, Baronio created his own rhetorical account about 

the painted catacombs on Via Salaria.27 The late sixteenth-century exploration of the 

catacombs informed Baronio’s scholarship on the early Church while also stimulating his 

rhetorical imagination of the contemporary Roman Church continuing in the path of the 

church of the martyrs. In turn, I find that Baronio’s academic study and imaginative 

vision of early Christian worship in the catacombs informed his patronage at SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo. 

Baronio made several pilgrimages to Rome’s early Christian catacombs, and he 

accompanied distinguished antiquarians in their explorations of these burial sites.28 In his 

                                                
Achilleus, and Domitilla from the church of S. Adriano to SS. Nereo e Achilleo. Baronio’s procession for 
the translation of the relics to his title church will be discussed on pages 259-264 below.  
26 Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica, 74; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 472. 
27 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103. See pages 113-
114 in Chapter Three above.  
28 Fiocchi Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano,” 118-119. Fiocchi Nicolai described 
some of Baronio’s other pilgrimages in Rome as well as in Naples and Amiterno.  
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treatise on the Roman catacombs, Roma sotterranea, Antonio Bosio described 

accompanying Baronio to the catacombs of Marcellinus and Peter to visit the tombs of 

the martyrs. Bosio recounted: “we have returned there several other times to visit this 

Cemetery, also leading many people to see it, particularly the Cardinal Baronio, who felt 

great contentment there, as did Alfonso Chacòn, Pompeo Ugonio, and many other 

illustrious men.”29  

Although Baronio had a strong interest in the exploration of Rome’s early 

Christian catacombs, the immense scope of his work on the Annales as well as his many 

other leadership roles within the Roman Oratory and the Catholic Church prevented him 

from pursuing Christian archeology in depth. Baronio, however, had intimate knowledge 

of the discoveries being made in the catacombs because of his privileged position in 

Rome’s community of ecclesiastical scholars and antiquarians.30 He participated in the 

early explorations of the painted catacombs on Via Salaria with Alfonso Chacon and 

Philips van Winghe.31 Baronio was also familiar with Chacón’s and van Winghe’s 

collections of drawings copying the early Christian frescoes discovered in the 

                                                
29 Bosio, Roma sotterranea (Rome: Guglielmo Facciotti, 1635), 327: “diverse alter volte vi siamo ritornati 
à visitare questo Cimiterio; havendoci condotti anche molti personaggi à vederlo, particolarmente il 
Cardinal Baronio, il quale ne sentì gradissimo contento, come ancora Alfonso Ciaccone, Pompeo Ugonio, e 
diversi altri uomini illustri.” See Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica, 74; Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e 
la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 189; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la ‘Roma sotterranea,’” 472. 
30 The collection of Lelio Pasqualini, the canon of S. Maria Maggiore in Rome, was particularly influential 
on Baronio’s research. Herz, “Lelio Pasqualini, a Late Sixteenth Century Antiquarian,” in IL 60: Essays 
Honoring Irving Lavin on his Sixtieth Birthday, ed. Marilyn Aronberg Lavin (New York: Italica Press, 
1990), 191-203; Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 616. 
31 Fiocchi Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di San Sebastiano,” 118; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma 
sotterranea,” 472. Baronio noted Philips van Winghe’s antiquarian scholarship in volume four of the 
Annales, Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus IV (Rome: 1593; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 362, 63-64: 
“quam quidem eandem esse reperi cum illa quam in antiquo numismate expressam hîc tibi reddendam 
curavimus. Accepimus illud à Philippo Winghio nobili Lovaniensi, iuvene erudito, ac rerum antiquarum 
studiosissimo, quarum causâ patrio solo relicto Romae versatur: miroque affectus est gaudio dum eandem, 
quam aere expressam tunicati Apollinis imaginem ostendebat in nummo, nos stylo Libanii egregiè 
descriptam inspiciendam proposuimus in Chrysostomo.”  
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catacombs.32 Baronio encouraged his colleagues to continue exploring Rome’s early 

Christian burial sites. In the Notationes of the Roman Marytrology and the Annales, he 

included relevant discoveries from these explorations.33  

Baronio’s scholarship on Rome’s early Christian burial sites and devotion to the 

cult of martyrs in the early Church provided a necessary foundation for Antonio Bosio’s 

Roma sotterranea.34 As a member of the Roman Oratory, Bosio was under the leadership 

of Baronio. In Roma sotterranea, Bosio frequently cites Baronio’s Annales and his 

Notationes to the Martyrologium.35 The Cardinal’s historical methods and his approach to 

early Christian history as a model for reform movements influenced Bosio’s scholarship 

on the catacombs.36 Particularly in his discussion of the catacombs discovered in 1578 on 

Via Salaria, Bosio described his debt to Baronio. Bosio had relied on Baronio’s analysis 

of this site, since the entrance to the catacombs had collapsed in 1592, when Bosio was 

still a boy.37  

Because of his authority as a leading scholar of church history and saints’ lives, 

Baronio also acted as a consultant for the relic trade that was connected to the exploration 

of the catacombs. On numerous occasions, the Pope and other Catholic leaders asked 

                                                
32 On Philips van Winghe and Alfonso Chacón’s scholarship of Rome’s early Christian catacombs and 
their collections of drawings, see Chapter Four above. 
33 Campanelli, “Le arti negli Annales,” 385-407; Spera, “Baronio…e le origini dell’archeologia Cristiana,” 
393-423. 
34 Cecchelli, Il cenacolo filippino, 22-23; Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica, 57-58; Ditchfield, “Text before 
Trowel,” 358; Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma Sotterranea,” 437. Antonio Bosio’s Roma sotterranea and his 
contributions to the development of Christian archeology will be the topic of chapter six. 
35 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel: Antonio Bosio’s Roma Sotterranea Revisted,” in The Church 
Retrospective: Papers Read at the 1995 Summer Meeting and the 1996 Winter Meeting of the 
Ecclesiastical History Society, Studies in Church History 33, ed. Robert Norman Swanson (Suffolk, UK: 
Boydell Press, 1997), 357.  
36 For literature on Bosio’s scholarship within the context of the Roman Oratory, see Cecchelli, Il cenacolo 
filippino; Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 189-193. 
37 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 533; see Ghilardi, “Baronio e la Roma sotterranea,” 472; Spera, “Baronio…e 
le origini dell’archeologia Cristiana,” 407.  
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Baronio to evaluate the authenticity of relics.38 Baronio also assisted friends and patrons 

in their efforts to obtain the necessary papal licenses to exhume and translate relics from 

the catacombs.39 One of the most famous cases that Baronio surveyed concerned the 

discovery of the tomb of St. Cecilia. In Historia Passionis B. Caeciliae Virginis (The 

History of the Passion of the Blessed Virgin Cecilia, 1601), Antonio Bosio records that 

Baronio had inspected the body and authenticated the relics on the request of Pope 

Clement VIII.40 Baronio’s involvement in the authentication and trade of relics 

demonstrates how his historical scholarship gave him authority to scrutinize issues 

related to the cult of martyrs and relics, an authority that directly impacted contemporary 

devotional and liturgical practices.  

Baronio’s contemporaries considered the historian to be a scholarly expert on the 

early Church whose research lent authority to the discoveries being made in the 

catacombs. He also interpret the catacombs rhetorically as sites that stimulated vivid 

pictorial imagination of the suffering and triumph of Rome’s early Christian martyrs. 

Critical scholarship and devotional imagination were not mutually exclusive in sixteenth-

century ecclesiastical history.  

In the Annales, Baronio’s imaginative interpretation of the catacombs was part of 

his vision of the Roman Church as semper eadem (ever the same); I argue that Baronio’s 

rhetoric of continuity was the guiding principle for his artistic program at SS. Nereo e 

                                                
38 Ghilardi, “Baronio e la “Roma sotterranea,”’ 442.  
39 Ibid., 449-450.  
40 Antonio Bosio, Historia Passionis B. Caeciliae Verginis Valeriani, Tiberti et Maximi Martyrum necnon 
Urbani et Lucci Pontificum et Mart. Vitae atque Paschales Pape I Literae de Eorumden Sanctorum 
Corpum Inventione et in Urbem Translatione (Rome: Stephanum Paulinum 1600), 160: “Caesar Card. 
Baronius à Pontefice sacris Reliquiis recognoscendis delegatur.” See Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica, 64-65; 
see Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio. Inediti e lacune del manoscritto 
vallicelliano G. 31,” in Messer Filippo Neri, santo: L’apostolo di Roma, ed. Barbara Santoni Tellini and 
Alberto Manodoro (Rome: De Luca, 1995), 189-193. 
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Achilleo.41 He imagined Rome’s sacred landscape as being marked by the martyrs’ relics 

and the promise of their future glory. In his redecoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, 

Baronio created a space that guided pilgrims to meditate on the nature of the holy bodies 

of the martyrs in their suffering and glory. Well trained by Baronio’s Annales, pilgrims 

could envision their veneration of the relics of the church’s patron saints as an affective 

continuation of early Christian devotions at the tombs of the martyrs in the catacombs of 

Domitilla.  

The Annales describe the supernatural power that is found in relics. Baronio 

discusses the miraculous paradox of the fragmentation and wholeness of the saints’ 

bodies: the small portion of the martyr’s relic testifies to the virtue of the whole body; the 

martyrs’ bodies have traditionally been divided into a number of parts and have been 

hidden in different altars, which are the tombs of the martyrs; because the martyr’s relics 

reside in different places, it is as if the whole body is everywhere.42 According to 

Baronio, the power and sanctity of the martyrs’ whole body is present in the small part of 

the relic; the supernatural power of relics transcends time and space, making the whole 

body of the martyr present as if it were everywhere. Baronio’s meditation on the 

relationship of the part to the whole took up a topic that had been of great concern to 

medieval scholastic theologians.43 He affirmed medieval theology on the material 

continuity of the martyrs’ relics; their holy bodies that lie fragmented in tombs manifest 

                                                
41 On the theme of the Catholic Church semper eadem, see Guazzelli, “Cesare Baronio and the Roman 
Catholic Vision of the early Church,” 58-63.  
42 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 55, 551-552: “Cùm 
igitur eamdem virtutem in exigua parte reliquiarum martyris, quae in toto sit corpore, inesse, experimento 
ipse testetur: inde evenit, ut corpus unius martyris in plures interdum partes dividi soleret, recondique in 
diversis altaribus, quae sepulchra sunt martyrum, ut auctoritate divinae Scripturae constat: indeque fortasse 
accidit, ut cùm unius eiusdemque martyris diversis in locis reliquiae conditae haberentur, & aeque ac si 
integrum corpus ubique horum locorum conditum esset, eadem miracula sint operatae, unius eiusdemque 
martyris corpus diversis in locis habere dicatur.” Cited in Fremiotti, La riforma cattolica, 58-59.  
43 Bynum, “Material Continuity,” 239-297. 
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the holy presence of the whole body. By pairing gruesome imagery of the martyrs’ 

broken, fragmented bodies with scenes of their restored, whole bodies in glory, Baronio’s 

artistic program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo dramatically visualized the material continuity of 

the martyrs’ holy bodies.  

In the Annales, Baronio discusses the use of the catacombs as liturgical spaces for 

the early Church. To support his interpretation of early Christian worship in the 

catacombs, he cites the Acts of Pope Liberius, which reports that St. Peter had baptized 

Christians in the Ostrianum Cemetery.44 Onofrio Panvinio and Alfonso Chacón had also 

referred to this text in their scholarship on the catacombs.45 The research done by these 

scholars probably informed Baronio’s interpretation of the catacombs as ritual spaces. 

Baronio had visited the catacombs with Chacón; he also owned a copy of Panvinio’s De 

Ritu.46 Although the Acts of Pope Liberius were written in the fourth century, Baronio 

accepted this account as evidence of early Christian practice in the pre-Constantinian era 

as well.47  I argue that Baronio’s understanding of the catacombs as devotional spaces for 

the early Church enabled the historian to consider these burial sites as sources of 

imaginative inspiration for the revival of the early Christian Rome at SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo.  

                                                
44 Irina Taissa Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea and the Biogenesis of New Jerusalem,” RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56 (2009): 178; citing Baronio, Annales, vol. 2, anno 226, 434: “Praeter 
coemeteria duo, Callisti & Calepodii, quorum hîc mentio est, illud fuit cum primis nobilissimum positum in 
Vaticano, in quo S. Petri & aliorum plurium summorum Pontificum corpora condita sunt: aliud Ostrianum 
Viâ Salariâ, in quo idem S. Petrus dicitur baptizâsse, cuius mentio est in Actis Liberii Papae.”  
45 For Chacón’s note on this text, see BAV, Vat. lat. 4509, fol. 8r; cited in Joseph Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien. Eine ikonographische Studie (Freiburg im Breisgau: 
Herder’sche Verlagshandlung, 1891), 5-6. Onofrio Panvinio, De Ritu Sepeliendi Mortuos apud Veteres 
Christianos, et Eorundem Coemeteriis Liber (Cologne: Maternus Cholinus, 1568), 18. On Panvinio’s De 
Ritu, see pages 98-103 in Chapter Three above. On Chacón’s scholarship on the catacombs, see pages 150-
161 in Chapter Four above.  
46 Oryshkevich, “Roma Sotterranea,” 178. 
47 Ibid. 
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Baronio understood contemporary devotions to the cult of martyrs and relics as a 

continuation of early Christian practices. Moreover he believed that the continuity of 

tradition affirmed the martyrs’ supernatural power to help the souls of the dead. In the 

Annales, he describes the good fortune of the Roman Church: it can share in the custom 

of its ancestors by honoring the relics of the martyrs, even if they are not in the same 

graves but transferred into churches.48  

The theme of continuity influenced Baronio’s interpretation of the catacombs 

found on Via Salaria. In the first volume of the Annales, he discusses the significance of 

the painted catacombs in the context of his discussion on sacred images.49 He makes a 

repeated comparison between the appearances of sacred images in Christian churches, on 

holy vessels, and in the catacombs. As evidence of the tradition of sacred art, he notes 

that images of the Good Shepherd were figured on sacred chalices, as reported by 

Tertullian, and that images of just this sort were also seen in the catacombs discovered on 

Via Salaria in 1578.50 Baronio’s reference to images of the Good Shepherd found in the 

painted catacombs demonstrates his understanding of the polemical value of the early 

Christian paintings as evidence supporting the early Christian origins of the cult of 

images.  

In the second volume of the Annales, Baronio again describes the significance of 

the discovery of the catacombs on Via Salaria in the context of Rome’s sacred landscape; 

this account focuses on the rhetorical potential of the catacombs as spaces that stimulated 

                                                
48 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 226, 435-436: “Sed 
& accidit, ut sicut maiorum consuetudine, etsi non in iisdem sepulchris, in eisdem tamen coemeteriis 
sepeliebantur aliorum quoque corpora Christianorum: sic translatis iam sub Christianis Imperatoribus 
sanctorum martyrum reliquiis in ecclesias intra civitates positas, in eisdem etiam aliorum Fidelium corpora 
coepta sint sepeliri: quòd eos doceret pietas, meritis sanctorum martyrum adiuvari animas defunctorum.” 
49 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I, (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz, 1601), annus 57, 622-623. For this 
passage, see note 95 on page 113 in Chapter Three above.  
50 Ibid., 623.  
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pictorial imagination of the early Christian persecutions in Rome. Baronio makes Rome 

the subject of his description of the discovery on Via Salaria; in the text, the city is a 

personification of its sacred past. Baronio asserts that “the City was astounded to 

recognize that in her suburbs she had hidden cities, once colonies of (the) Christians in 

times of persecution, but now just filled with tombs; what she read in documents or saw 

in other partially opened cemeteries she then fully understood.”51 According to this 

account, the city of Rome experienced a profound revelation in 1578: the discovery of the 

once “hidden cities” enlivened a vision of the persecuted Church that had once only been 

partially known. Baronio places great confidence in the rhetorical power of the 

catacombs; this site presented a path by which the early Church of the martyrs could be 

“fully understood.”  

As support for his own description of the discovery on Via Salaria, Baronio cites 

the dramatic, rhetorical accounts about the catacombs by Jerome and Prudentius, stating: 

“indeed, that which she [Rome] had read by St. Jerome and Prudentius, regarding [them] 

with her own eyes, she observed with great wonder.”52 These early Christian texts lent 

support to Baronio’s imaginative vision of the painted catacombs as “hidden cities, once 

colonies of (the) Christians in times of persecution.” Because of his education and 

scholarly work, Baronio had a sophisticated understanding of classical rhetoric 

techniques; he would have recognized the metaphorical and imaginative techniques 

employed by Jerome and Prudentius in their emotive accounts about the catacombs. 

                                                
51 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103; for the original 
language and full translation of this passage, see pages 113-114 in Chapter Three above.  
52 Ibid. Baronio cites Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem Lib. XII, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 25 
(Alexandria, VA: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 375; Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144, in 
Prudentius II, Loeb Classical Library 398, trans. H. J. Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1953), 312-315. For Jerome’s description of the catacombs, see page 14-15 in the Introduction. On Cesare 
Baronio’s report of the 1578 discover as a confirmation of the accounts by Jerome and Prudentius see pages 
113-119 in Chapter Three above. 
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Jerome had described the catacombs as a metaphor for his struggle to understand a 

difficult passage in the book of Ezekiel; the catacombs embodied the darkness, mystery, 

and fear that Jerome felt as he faced the difficult task of writing his Commentary on 

Ezekiel.53 Prudentius’s description of a violent image of St. Hippolytus’s martyrdom 

above the saints’ tomb in the catacombs was an ekphrasis, “a speech that brings the 

subject matter vividly before the eyes.”54 Prudentius’s vivid description, a naturalistically 

rendered scene of Hippolytus’s bleeding, dismembered body and the martyrs’ tearful 

followers gathering his mangled flesh, was designed to stimulate the readers pictorial 

imagination. Baronio understood Prudentius’s account of the gruesome painting in the 

rhetorical context of an ekphrasis. I argue that Prudentius’s poetic description of the 

catacombs established a precedent for Baronio’s own imaginative vision of the painted 

catacombs as “colonies of (the) Christian in times of persecution.”  

Baronio’s personification of Rome encourages an imagined relationship between 

the visible, aboveground city and the hidden early Christian cities of the catacombs. For 

Baronio, the catacombs found on Via Salaria unveiled the supernatural presence that 

resided in Rome’s sacred landscape; the “hidden cities” that extended below the city 

marked Rome with the holiness of martyrs’ earthly suffering and their eternal glory. 

Baronio understood Rome’s sacred landscape as a manifestation of its sacred past; his 

restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, thus, aimed to reflect the dignity and sanctity of the 

Church’s early Christian history and the sanctity of its patrons saints. The imagery of the 

death and triumph of the martyrs that Baronio commissioned for his titular church created 

                                                
53 My interpretation of Jerome follows Oryshkevich, “The History of the Roman Catacombs,” 12-14; citing 
and translating Jerome, Commentariorum in Ezechielem Lib. XII, Patrologia Latina Database, vol. 25 
(Alexandria, VA: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996), col. 375.  
54 Ruth Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination, and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 1. For the full translation of Prudentius’s ekphrasis and my analysis of this 
text, see pages 114-119 in Chapter Three above. 
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a moving setting for devotions honoring the relics of the church’s patron saints. I argue 

that the SS. Nereo e Achilleo decorative program imaginatively recreated Baronio’s 

vision of the catacombs: Rome’s “hidden cities” were simultaneously places of death, 

filled with the broken bones of the martyrs, as well as places of wonder and triumph, 

marked by the sanctity of the early Church and the martyrs’ holy relics, which would be 

united with Christ in glory. By meditating on the images of death and triumph at SS. 

Nereo e Achilleo, imaginative pilgrims could envision their devotions honoring the relics 

of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus as a affective continuation of early Christian 

devotions to the martyrs at the site of their original tombs in the catacombs of 

Domitilla.55  

 

LOCATING SS. NEREO E ACHILLEO IN ROME’S SACRED LANDSCAPE 

The location of Cesare Baronio’s titular church on the Via Appia, approximately 

one kilometer from the Aurelian Walls of Rome and the Porta Appia, placed SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo at an important crossroads in Rome’s sacred landscape. Pilgrims who processed 

along the Via Appia Antica from Rome’s city center to S. Sebastiano passed Baronio’s 

titular church in route to the suburban church and its catacombs. The basilica of SS. 

Nereo e Achilleo also stood between Rome’s city center and the original site of the tombs 

of Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla in the catacombs of Domitilla on the Via 

Ardeatina, adjacent to the Via Appia and one kilometer west of the catacombs of St. 

Sebastian (Fig. 119). For Baronio, the church marked a symbolic gateway between 

monuments of Rome’s pagan legacy throughout the city center and its early Christian 
                                                
55 In his Notationes for the feast day of Saints Nereus and Achilleus on 12 May Baronio identifies the 
cemetery of Domitilla on Via Ardeatina as the original sites of the saints’ tombs. Baronio, Martyrologium 
Romanum (Rome: 1586), 213-214. In Roma sotterranea, Bosio also identifies the catacombs of Domitilla 
as the saints’ original burial place and describes Baronio’s translation of the relics to his titular church. 
Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 192.  
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heritage, commemorated by the catacombs and the tombs of the martyrs that filled the 

suburban landscape of the Via Appia outside the Aurelian Walls. The martyrdom 

imagery at SS. Nereo e Achilleo prepared pilgrims to encounter the sacred tombs of the 

martyrs that they would encounter in the Roman suburbs.  

For the translation of the relics of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus from S. 

Adriano in the Roman Forum to Baronio’s titular church, the Cardinal staged an elaborate 

procession on 11 May 1597, incorporating the monuments and symbols of ancient 

Roman triumphs to represent the victory of the Church and its martyrs over their pagan 

persecutors (Fig. 120).56 The procession of the relics began at S. Adriano, and then 

visited Il Gesu, where an altar placed in front of the church displayed the relics and 

people played music. Then the procession ascended the Capitoline Hill, and stopped 

before the statue of Marcus Aurelius. Next, they proceeded along the Roman triumphal 

course through the Roman Forum, but reversing the route from its traditional order. 

Symbolically the martyrs confronted the path of the emperors by changing the course of 

the imperial triumphs: they began at the Arch of Septimius Severus, and then passed 

through the Arch of Titus, and finally crossed under the Arch of Constantine (Figs. 43–

45). From the Roman Forum, the procession continued to S. Gregorio Magno, before 

concluding at SS. Nereo e Achilleo after passing through a temporary honorific arch that 

had been built for the occasion outside Baronio’s titular church.57 Baronio’s translation of 

the relics of Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla from S. Adriano in the Roman 

Forum to his titular church moved the saints’ remains closer to their original tombs 

beyond the city walls. 

                                                
56 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 174-178. 
57 Ibid., 176. 
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The translation of the relics of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus 

demonstrated Baronio’s understanding of the Christian meaning and heritage ingrained in 

Rome’s urban landscape, which included ancient pagan and Christian monuments. 

Inscriptions written for the translation marked the processional route and created a 

narrative that Christianized the ancient Roman triumph.58 The placement of the 

inscriptions at the Capitoline Hill and on the three ancient Roman triumphal arches on the 

Via Sacra co-opted Rome’s ancient imperial monuments to celebrate the martyrs’ 

triumph and the Church’s victory over its imperial persecutors.  

Because the Roman princess Domitilla was the master of the slaves Nereus and 

Achilleus, she features prominently in inscriptions that adorned the processional route. 

The basilica is named for Saints Nereus and Achilleus, but Domitilla’s life was connected 

to both imperial and early Christian Rome. The Roman princess was related to the 

Flavian Emperors (69–96): Vespasian (69–79), Titus (79–81), and Domitian (81–96); she 

was the granddaughter of Emperor Vespasian and the niece of Emperors Titus and 

Domitian.59 Domitilla’s imperial lineage made her an ideal exemplar for Baronio’s theme 

of Christian triumph over pagan Rome. The inscriptions placed along the processional 

route repeatedly asserted that Domitilla’s martyrdom brought Rome greater glory and 

triumph than the military victories of its emperors.60  

The first inscription on the Capitoline Hill described St. Domitilla’s imperial 

ancestry in the family lines of Vespasian and Domitian, who had restored the Capitol but 

                                                
58 Antonio Gallonio recorded the text of the inscriptions placed along the processional route and notes their 
location in a manuscript held in the Biblioteca Vallicelliana; however, he did not describe details about 
their display. The sets constructed for the procession were temporary and were not preserved. BVR, MS. G. 
99, fols. 14r-16v. See Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 176-177.  
59 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints. Translated by William Granger Ryan 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 309-310. On imagery of the life of St. Domitilla in the nave 
clerestory of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see pages 277-279 below. 
60 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 178.  
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also preserved the Empire’s pagan superstitions. The inscription asserted that Domitilla’s 

actions surpassed those of her imperial ancestors because her martyrdom fought the old 

superstitions and exorcized the cult of demons from the city.61 The ancient triumphal 

arches had two inscriptions each. On the side of the arch of Septimius Severus facing the 

Capitol, an inscription praised the martyrs Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus for bringing 

peace to the city and glory to the name of Rome through their blood.62 The inscription on 

the opposite side of the arch facing the Forum described the martyrs’ testimony of 

Christian faith as ornaments and decoration for the city.63 On the Arch of Titus facing the 

Palatine Hill, the inscription rededicated the arch to Domitilla whose triumph was greater 

than Emperor Titus’s victory over Judea, which the ancient arch commemorated.64 On the 

opposite side of the arch, the inscription stated that Domitilla vindicated Christ’s death 

more than Titus’s destruction of Jerusalem by giving her own blood and her life: 

DIVINO CONSILIO VINDICATAM, / IPSA, SANGUINE, VITAQUE PRO EIUS 
                                                
61 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 16: “Visebantur praeterea ibidem ad equos marmoreos eiusmodi inscriptions 
maximis literis exaratae / S. FLAVIAE DOMITILLAE VIRGINI ET MARTYRI RO. / OB CAPITOLIUM 
AB INFELICI DEMONUM CULTU / FELICIUS EXPURGATUM QUAM AB EIUS / GENTILIBUS 
FLAVIO VESPASIANO ET DOMIT. AA. / PRISTINAE SUPERSTITIONI RESTITUTUM / S.P.W.R.S. 
FLAVIAE DOMITILLAE VIRGINI / ET MARTYRI RO. QUOD MAIOREM URBI GLORIAM / 
ATTULERIT INCENDIO IPSA PRO CHRISTO FIDE CONSUMPTA / QUAM UTERQUE FLAVIUS 
VESPASIANUS ET DOMITIANUS / AUGUSTI GENTILES SUI CAPITOLI BIS / INCENDIO 
CONSUMPTO PROPRIIS / SUMPTIBUS/ RESTITUTO / S.P.Q.R.” Cited and transcribed in 
Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177.  
62 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14r: “Ad Fornicem Septimi ab ea parte quae respicit Capitolium. / S.P.Q.R. / SS. 
FLAVIAE DOMITILLAE, NEREO, ET ACHILLEO, / OPTIMIS CIVIBUS SUIS/ OB NOMEN 
ROMANUM GLORIOSA MORTE ILLUSTRATUM, / PARTAMQUE CHRISTIANE REIP. PROPRIO 
SANGUINE / TRANQUILITATEM.” Cited and transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
63 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14r: “Ab ea verò parte que orum spectat / S.P.Q.R. / SS. FLAVIAE 
DOMITILLAE, NEREO, ET ACHILLEO / INVICTISSIMIS IESU CHRISTI MARTYRIBUS / OB 
URBEM PRAECLARO CHRISTIANAE FIDEI TESTIMONIO/ DECORATAM ORNAMENTUMQUE.” 
Cited and transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
64 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14v: “Ad Fornicem Titi ab ea parte, quae spectat Hortos Palatinos Farnesiorum / 
S.P.Q.R. / TRIUMPHALEM HUNC ARCUM, OLIM TITO FL. VESP. AUG. / OB TUMULTUANTEM 
IUDAEAM IMP. PO. RO. RESTITUTAM / DECRETUM ET ERECTUM / S. FL. DOMITILLAE 
EIUSDEM TITI NEPTI, / OB CHRISTIANAM RELIGIONEM PROPRIA MORTE AUCTAM, / 
PROPAGATAMQUE, / MULTO FOELICIUS NUNC DECERNIT, CONSECRATQUE.” Cited and 
transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
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FIDE PROFUSIS.65 On the Arch of Constantine facing the Coliseum, the inscription 

asserted that Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus had triumphed over the emperors 

who had celebrated their victories over the provinces on the Via Sacra.66 The inscription 

on the opposite side of the arch asserted that by renouncing the Emperor and her life for 

Christ, Domitilla brought more glory to Rome than the Imperial family and the twelve 

Caesars: UNA IMPERIO, VITAQUE PRO CHRISTO TRADITIS, / OMNIUM 

PRAECLARISSIME ILLUSTRAVERIT.67 The final inscription placed on a temporary 

honorific arch constructed in front of the basilica of SS. Nereo e Achilleo announced the 

most honorable restoration of the church under Pope Clement VIII, the successor of Pope 

Clement I who had consecrated Domitilla’s body; the inscription welcomed the saints’ 

relics to the church.68 By juxtaposing imperial monuments with inscriptions celebrating 

                                                
65 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14v: “Ab ea parte quae respicit Amphitheatrum / S. FL. DOMITILLAE VIRG. ET 
MART. ROM. / TIT FL. VESP. AUG. NEPTI / QUOD IESU CHRISTI MORTEM, AB EODEM TITO, 
EVERSIS / HIEROSOLYMIS / DIVINO CONSILIO VINDICATAM, / IPSA, SANGUINE, VITAQUE 
PRO EIUS FIDE PROFUSIS / GLORIOSIUS CONSECRAVERIT / S.P.Q.R.” Cited and transcribed in 
Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
66 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14v: “Ad Fornicum Constantini in Fronte ea in parte, quae respicit Amphitheatrum 
/ SS. FLAVIAE DOMITILLAE, NEREO, ET ACHILLEO / VIA SACRA, QUA PLURES RO. IMPP. AA. 
/ DE SUBACTIS IMP. PO. RO. PROVINCIIS TRIUMPHARUNT / DE IPSIS TRIUMPHATORIBUS, 
QUANTO FORIUS SUPERATIS / TANTO GLORIOSIUS TRIUMPHANTIBUS. / S.P.Q.R.” Cited and 
transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
67 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 14v: “Ex altera verò parte item in Fonte quae respicit Septizonium Septimii / S. 
FL. DOMITILLAE VIRG. ET MART. ROM. / QUOD GENTEM FLAVIAM, URBEMQUE A. XII. RO. 
IMPP. AA. / GENTILIBUS SUIS/ REBUS PRAECLARE GESTIS DECORATAM, / UNA IMPERIO, 
VITAQUE PRO CHRISTO TRADITIS, / OMNIUM PRAECLARISSIME ILLUSTRAVERIT, / S.P.Q.R.” 
Cited and transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 177. 
68 BVR, MS. G. 99, fol. 16v: “Non longe autem ab ecclesia arcus seu fornices honoris causa ad tempus, 
martyrum trophaeis ornate, erecti erant, Basilicae parietibus vel his proximis carmina quamplurima quae 
suis quibusque locis excribentur affixa extabant, ubi etiam et inscriptiones aliquot his verbis notatae / S. FL. 
DOMITILLAE VIRG., ET MART. RO. / A.B. CLEMENTE PAPA IESU CHRISTO CONSECRATAE 
CORPUS / AB EIUS SUCCESSORE CLEMENTE VIII, PRISTINAE SEDI HONORIFICENTISSIME 
RESTITUITUR. / SS. FLAVIA DOMITILLA, NEREUS, ET ACHILLEUS/ PROPRIAS AEDES, IAM 
COLLAPSAS, AC DESERTAS, RESTITUTIONE / SS. FL. DOMITILLAM, NEREUM ET 
ACHILLEUM / VETERES PATRONOS SUOS, AEDES ANTIQUAE RECIPIUNT / ET QUORUM 
CORPORIBUS SPOLIATAE IACEBANT, RESTITUTIONE/ EORUMDEM MODO FELICISSIME 
EXTOLLUNTUR ET ILLUSTRANTUR.” Cited and transcribed in Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 
177. 
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Christian martyrdom, Baronio’s translation of the relics of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and 

Achilleus promoted the argument that Rome’s martyrs brought greater glory to Rome 

than the many victories of its powerful pagan emperors.  

Baronio’s restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo and the translations of the saints’ 

relics in a triumphal procession exhibited Rome’s early Christian history and the faith of 

its martyrs as being superior to the power and legacy of imperial Rome. The inscriptions 

placed along the processional route to SS. Nereo e Achilleo transformed Rome’s ancient 

triumphal arches into spolia.69 Pope Sixtus V’s program to renovate Rome’s urban center 

by placing Christian figures and symbols on ancient imperial monuments, such as the 

Trajan’s Column (Fig. 46), provided a precedent for Baronio’s approach to the 

Christianization of Rome’s ancient triumphal processions.70 Baronio’s appropriation of 

the arches demonstrated the victory of the Church over paganism and the transformation 

of the city from an imperial capital to a Christian one. As monuments of Rome’s sacred 

history, Baronio promoted Christian antiquities over Rome’s classical, pagan art and 

monuments.  

By incorporating early Christian iconography and martyrdom imagery associated 

with the early Christian catacombs, Baronio created a liturgical environment that 

supported the continuity of Catholic tradition. Pilgrims to SS. Nereo e Achilleo could 

imagine their veneration of the martyrs as a continuation of the devotional practices and 

piety of the early Church.  

  

                                                
69 For the changing urban topography of Rome under Pope Sixtus V, see Michael W. Cole, “Perpetual 
Exorcism in Sistine Rome,” in The Idol in the Age of Art: Objects, Devotions and the Early Modern World, 
ed. Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach (Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 57-76. 
70 On Sixtus V’s program for urban renewal, see Maria Luisa Madonna, ed. Roma di Sisto V: le arti e la 
cultura (Rome: Edizioni de Luca, 1993). 
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BARONIO’S USE OF ANTIQUE SOURCES AT SS. NEREO E ACHILLEO 

In what follows I describe each element of Baronio’s restoration of SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo. My aim is to analyze Baronio’s creative use of early Christian sources in his 

artistic program from the piazza and façade of the church to the interior decoration of the 

side walls, nave clerestory, apse, and entrance wall. By examining the emblems and 

narrative scenes of martyrdom at SS. Nereo e Achilleo, I will describe how Baronio’s 

artistic program imaginatively recreated the devotional experience of visiting the Roman 

catacombs.  

 

The Piazza of SS. Nereo e Achilleo  

In the center of a small piazza in front of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Baronio raised a 

column displaying a cross on top of a winged lion capital. This monument, the first that 

pilgrims encountered as they approached SS. Nereo e Achilleo on the Via Appia Antica 

near the Baths of Caracalla (Fig. 121), introduced Baronio’s revival of early Christian 

Rome. In his Annales, Baronio describes the ancient tradition of marking early Christian 

titular churches with the sign of a cross. He recounts, “When a house was given over for 

the public religious use of Christians, the Titulus was consecrated after the house had 

been marked with a cross and received its name.”71 By erecting a column surmounted 

with the sign of the cross, Baronio revived an ancient practice associated with the history 

of his titular church, which was on the site of an ancient church built by Fasciola and 

given the name Titulus Fasciole.72  

                                                
71 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 597; citing and translating Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II 
(Rome: 1590; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 112, 67: “Cum igitur domus aliqua publico religioso 
Christianorum usui manciparetur, crucis titulo insignita, ex eo & nomen accipiens, Titulus dicebatur.”  
72 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration, 597.  
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The design of the column in the piazza of SS. Nereo e Achilleo adopted imagery 

from the Church’s Jewish origins and early Christian past. It had a porphyry base.  The 

winged lions sculpted on its capital were likely inspired by early modern interpretations 

of the Temple of Solomon based on the Prophet Ezekiel’s vision of a temple, which the 

Spanish Jesuits Jeronimo del Prado and Juan Bautista de Villalpando describe in their 

treatise titled, Ezechielem Explanationes et Apparatus Urbis, ac Templi Hierosolymitani 

(1596–1604).73 In the second volume of this treatise, Villalpando asserts that cherubim on 

capitals in Solomon’s temple could appear in the form of animals, such as lions, oxen, or 

eagles. As an example of this type of iconography, Villalpando refers to Baronio’s 

column in front of SS. Nereo e Achilleo. The treatise includes a print copying the column 

and the lion-headed cherubim on the capital in the treatise (Fig. 122).74 Baronio believed 

that the Temple of Solomon was an important model for Christian art and architecture. In 

the Annales, Baronio describes how a church’s design should strive to emulate the Jewish 

temple:  
 
Concerning the structure of churches, each individual part was arranged so 
that, as far as it is possible, a small thing could represent the greatest of all 
things: they could resemble the temple of Jerusalem: for in fact churches 
have a portico, atrium, presbytery, and finally a holy of holies.75  

By evoking the form and symbols from the temple of Jerusalem, a “small thing,” such as 

the column in the piazza of SS. Nereo e Achilleo and its sculpted capital, “could 
                                                
73 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 594-596; citing Juan Bautista Villalpando and Jeronimo del Prado, In 
Ezechielem Explanationes et Apparatus Urbis ac Templi Hierosolymitani, 3 vols. (Rome: Zannetti, 1604). 
Jerónimo del Prado wrote the first volume of the treatise, and after del Prado’s death, Villalpando 
completed the second and third volume. I have not studied this work but follow Herz’s interpretation.  
74 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 594-506; citing Villalpando, In Ezechielem Explanations, vol. II, 421, 
456-7. 
75 Herz, “Baroio’s Restoration,” 596; citing and translating Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I (Rome: 
1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 57, 619: “Quod verò ad structuram ecclesiarum pertinet: sic erant earum 
singula membra disposita, ut quantum licet in re parva maximam omnium repraesentare, similitudinem 
quandam Hierosolymitani templi redderent: quippe quae porticum, atrium, sancta, ac demum sancta 
sanctorum.”  
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represent the greatest of all things.”76 Baronio’s subtle yet thoughtful reference to the 

temple of Jerusalem reflects the patron’s dedication to representing the continuity of 

Catholic tradition back to its Jewish origins.  

 

The Painted Façade  

The grisaille paintings on the façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, attributed to 

Girolamo Massei (c. 1540–1616), introduced the theme of martyrdom with imagery of 

spikes, lances, and other instruments of martyrdom that were suspended and bundled with 

decorative bows flanking the entrance (Fig. 115).77 The signs of martyrdom found on 

ancient inscriptions in the Roman catacombs provided an early Christian source for this 

imagery. Baronio was familiar with such inscriptions found in the catacombs of St. 

Callixtus.78 In Roma sotterranea, Antonio Bosio describes how signs of martyrdom 

appeared on the inscriptions marking ancient graves in the catacombs on the Via Appia 

and Via Ardeatina, which were generally referred to as the catacombs of St. Callixtus.79 

Bosio reports, “many of them have some signs of martyrdom, or Christianity; such as 

palms, crowns, flames of fire, and burning pots and combs…and in others there are signs 

                                                
76 Herz, “Baroio’s Restoration” 596. 
77 For the attribution of the façade paintings to Girolamo Massei, see Giovanni Baglione, Le vite de’ pittori 
scultori e architetti dal pontificato di Gregorio XIII del 1572 in fino a tempi di Urbano VIII nel 1642, ed. 
Valerio Mariani (Rome: E. Calzone, 1935), 104; cited by Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 
174. 
78 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 226, 433-436. See 
Danilo Mazzoleni, “Baronio e le iscrizioni cristiane,” 411-434. 
79 In his introduction to this complex in Chapter Twenty-Three of Book III in Roma sotterranea, Bosio 
notes that there were many cemeteries in this area with different names, but they were generally known as 
the cemetery of Callixtus. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 195: “nelle Vie Appia, & Ardeatina vi erano molti 
Cimiterii, chiamati con diversi nomi; contuttociò veniuano à riunirsi tutti insieme, e fare un sol corpo; il 
quale con nome generale era detto il Cimiterio di Calisto.” On the study of the catacombs on the Via Appia 
Antica and Via Ardeatina, including the site referred to as the catacombs of Callixtus, as well as 
pilgrimages to these sites in the late sixteenth century, see pages 90-94, 98 in Chapter Three above and 
pages 172-174 in Chapter Four above.  
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of the cross and of the name of Christ” (Fig. 13).80 The signs of martyrdom found in the 

catacomb inscriptions supported the antiquity of these emblems. These symbols intrigued 

early modern Catholics who were fascinated by the stories of violence and torture 

endured by the martyrs. Early modern antiquarians interpreted these inscriptions as grave 

markers for martyrs’ tombs.81 We might say, then, that the signs of martyrdom on the 

façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo marked the church as the new site of the relics of Saints 

Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla.  

In sixteenth-century devotional practices promoting the cult of saints, the 

instruments of martyrdom were effective and emotionally charged subjects of study and 

meditation. As discussed above, the frontispiece of the 1586 revision of the 

Martyrologium with Baronio’s Notationes was a contemporary precedent for displaying 

instruments of martyrdom as triumphal emblems (Fig. 14).82 Antonio Gallonio, a fellow 

member of the Roman Oratory and part of Baronio’s scholarly network, researched the 

lives of Rome’s early Christian martyrs and developed diverse approaches to the 

scholarship of hagiography.83 Gallonio wrote a treatise on the instruments of martyrdom 

titled Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio (Treatise on the Instruments of Martyrdom, 

1591), which discussed the forms of torture used by the ancient Romans in gruesome 
                                                
80 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 196-197: “Hanno però molti di loro alcuni segni di Martirio, ò di Christianità; 
come Palme, Corone, Fiamme di fuoco, e Vasi ardenti, e Pettini nella forma… In altri sono segni di Croci, 
e di nomi di Christo.” Although the posthumous editor, Giovanni Severano, made numerous interventions 
in the published Roma sotterranea, this passage follows Bosio’s original manuscript in the Biblioteca 
Vallicelliana: BVR, MS. G. 31, fol. 419v. Drawings illustrating signs of martyrdom, the cross, and the Chi 
Rho found in early Christian inscriptions also appear in both the manuscript and published edition of Roma 
sotterranea. In his analysis of the façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Alessandro Zuccari notes that the sign of 
the cross and palms found in the catacombs may have also informed Baronio’s coat of arms; see Zuccari, 
“La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 176-177.  
81 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 196. 
82 Zuccari, “Il cardinale Baronio iconografo,” 186. 
83Jetze Touber, “Articulating Pain: Martyrology, Torture and Execution in the Works of Antonio Gallonio 
(1556-1605),” in The Sense of Suffering: Constructions of Physical Pain in Early Modern Culture, 
Intersections 12, ed. Jan Frans van Dijkhuizen and Karl A.E.  Enenkel (Boston: Brill, 2009), 59-90; Touber, 
“Baronio e Gallonio: Le fonti per il sapere martirologio,” 389-410. 
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detail.84 To accompany the treatise, Antonio Tempesta created a series of prints after 

designs by Giovanni Guerra depicting various forms of tortures endured by the martyrs 

(Fig. 15).85 The signs of martyrdom on the façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo were similar to 

the imagery of torture instruments displayed as heroic emblems in Gallonio’s treatise 

(Fig. 123). In the 1586 frontispiece to the Martyrologium, Gallonio’s treatise, and the 

façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, the triumphal display of the torture devices symbolized 

the paradox of the martyrs’ glory and reward through suffering.  

Baronio redesigned his family’s coat of arms to include early Christian symbols 

of martyrdom and triumph.86 Baronio’s coat of arms, a red cross between two palms, 

appears on the lower level of the façade in the outer most panels (Fig. 124). A second 

version of Baronio’s emblem, a red cross with two palms surrounded by a wreath, 

decorates the entrance. It also appears throughout the church’s interior (Fig. 125). In the 

first volume of the Annales, Baronio describes the early Christian tradition of marking 

churches with red crosses. Baronio cites Paulinus of Nola’s (354–431) Letter 32 to 

Severus, which describes the entrance to an ancient church that was marked with “crosses 

painted in red lead.” An inscription below the cross explains its meaning: “The cross on 

high is circled by a flowery wreath, and is red with the blood which the Lord shed. The 

dove resting on this divine symbol shows that God’s kingdom lies upon the simple of 

heart.”87 
                                                
84 Antonio Gallonio, Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio, e delle varie maniere di martoriare usate da’ 
gentili contro cristiani, descritte et intagliate in rame (Rome: A. e G. Donangeli, 1591). For a comparison 
of Baronio’s artistic program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo and its relationship to Gallanio’s treatise, see Zuccari, 
“La politica culturale dell’Oratorio” 174-176.  
85 Opher Mansour, “Not Torments, but Delights: Antonio Gallonio’s Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio 
of 1591 and Its Illustrations,” in Roman Bodies: Antiquity to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Andrew Hopkins 
and Maria Wyke (London: British School at Rome 2005), 167-184. 
86 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 174 n. 15; Herz, “Baroni’s Restoration,” 615.  
87 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 616; citing The Letters of Paulinus of Nola, trans. Patrick Gerard Walsh 
(Westminster: Newmann Press, 1967), vol. II, 147; Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I (Rome: 1588; 
reprint Mainz: 1601) annus 57, 625: “In frontibus quoque dextrae laevaeque porticûs depictis crucibus hoc 
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Baronio had observed the cross, palms, and wreaths that he reused in his coat of 

arms on various early Christian antiquities. In addition to the sign of the cross and palms 

found on numerous inscriptions in the catacombs,88 Baronio saw these symbols in the 

collection of his friend Lelio Pasqualini, a canon at S. Maria Maggiore.89 In Pasqualini’s 

collection, the coin of Aelia Eudocia represents a Latin cross framed by a wreath that 

resembles the emblem that appears over the entrance of SS. Nereo e Achilleo; an 

illustration of this coin appears in the sixth volume of the Annales (Fig. 126).90 Another 

possible source is a fourth-century funeral epitaph for Flavio Iovina that Baronio also 

knew from Pasqualini’s collection (Fig. 127). In the fourth volume of the Annales, 

Baronio describes and illustrates this ancient inscription, which displays a Chi Rho 

framed with a wreath and flanked by two palms (Fig. 20).91 Both versions of Baronio’s 

coat of arms adapted the basic emblem found in the funeral epitaph of Flavia Iovina, but 

Baronio replaced the name of Christ with a Latin cross.92  

Completing the iconography of the façade, figures of the martyr saints Nereus and 

Achilleus above the entrance represent the patron saints of the church whose relics 

Baronio had translated from S. Adriano in the Forum to his titular church in a grand 

procession.93 The image of the Madonna of Vallicella, between them at the pinnacle of 

the façade, copied a popular miracle-working image from the Roman Oratory’s principal 

                                                
erat in scriptum epigramma: Ardua floriferae crux cingitur orbe coronae, / Et Domini suso tincta cruore 
rubet. / Quaeque super signum resident caeleste columbae, / Simplicibus produnt regna patere Dei.”  
88 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 176-177.  
89 Herz, “Lelio Pasqualini, a late sixteenth century antiquarian,” 191-203; Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 
616. 
90 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 616-617; citing Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VI (Rome: 1595; 
reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 461, 333. 
91 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 616-7; citing Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus IV (Rome: 1593; 
reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 367, 243-244. 
92 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 615-616. 
93 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 174-178.  
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church, the Chiesa Nuova (Fig. 128).94 St. Filippo Neri expressed great devotion to the 

Virgin Mary through his veneration of this image; his spiritual exercises contributed to 

the popularity of the image and its frequent reproduction. For example, this image 

appears on the frontispieces associated with authors from the Roman Oratory, including 

Baronio’s Annales (Fig. 129).95 The placement of the image of the Madonna of Vallicella 

at the pinnacle of SS. Nereo e Achilleo’s façade identified Baronio as an Oratorian and 

follower of St. Filippo Neri; it also appealed to the Romans’ devotion to this popular 

image. 

Baronio’s revival of early Christian sources in the decoration of the façade of his 

titular church closely followed Carlo Borromeo’s prescriptions for the reform of sacred 

art and architecture.96 In Instructiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae 

(Instructions for the Fabric and Furniture of the Church, 1577), Borromeo describes the 

elements that should appear on a church’s façade:  
 
…in every church, especially a parochial church, an image of the most 
Blessed Virgin Mary with her Son should be painted or sculpted with great 
decorum and devotion on the upper part of the façade above the main 
doorway. On the right side, there should be an image of the title saint, to 
which the church is dedicated, and on the left side, there should be an 

                                                
94 The Madonna of Vallicella was a miracle-working fresco dated to the fourteenth century located in a 
side chapel of S. Maria della Vallicella. In 1606, Cesare Baronio and the fathers of the Roman Oratory 
decided to move the cult image to the high altar. After Baronio’s death in 1607, Rubens created a altarpiece 
that framed the Madonna of Vallicella that was completed in 1608. For a detailed account of Ruben’s work 
at Chiesa Nuova and the development of the program for the church’s high altar, see Karen Buttler, 
“Rubens’s First Painting for the High Altar of Santa Maria in Vallicella and His Unsuccessful Sales 
Strategy,” in Sacred Possessions: Collecting Italian Religious Art, 1500-1900, ed. Gail  Feigenbaum and 
Sybille Ebert-Schifferer (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2011), 17-38.  
95 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 175.  
96 For a discussion of Carlo Borromeo’s treatise on the reform of sacred art, see pages 75-78 in Chapter 
Two above. The cousin and successor of Carlo Borromeo as the cardinal archbsishop of Milan, Federico 
Borromeo, studied in Rome under the influence of St. Filippo Neri and Cesare Baronio at the Roman 
Oratory. See Barbara Agosti, Collezionismo e archeologia cristiana nel Seicento: Federico Borromeo e il 
Medioevo artistico tra Roma e Milano (Milan: Jaca Book, 1996), 9-38.  
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effigy of another saint that is particularly venerated by the people of that 
parish.97   

The signs of martyrdom and Baronio’s redesigned coat of arms with the cross and palms 

on the facade, however, appear to have been Baronio’s own inspiration, reflecting, as we 

have seen, his interpretation of early Christian sources.  

 

Martyrdom Imagery in the Church’s Side Aisles and Clerestory  

Inside the church, the theme of martyrdom continues along the side walls and 

nave clerestory with painted narratives of early Christian saints painted between 1596 and 

1597 by Domenico Cerroni, Girolamo Massei, Paris Nogari (c. 1536–1601), and other 

late mannerist painters in Rome completed between 1596 and 1597.98 These martyrdom 

cycles guided the visitor’s approach to the apse and high altar. First, violent and bloody 

scenes of the deaths of the Apostles fill the side walls of the church from the entrance to 

the apse (Fig. 130). Illusionistic grisaille paintings depicting sculpted figures of the 

apostles triumphantly holding the instruments of their martyrdom flank the narrative 

scenes (Fig. 131). The pairing of gruesome scenes of martyrdom with the grisaille 

paintings of the apostles proudly displaying the instruments of their torture formed an 

instructive contrast between the saints’ suffering and triumph: the mutilated and 

                                                
97 Evelyn Carole Voelker, “Charles Borromeo’s Instructiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae, 
1577. A Translation with Commentary and Analysis” (Ph.D. Diss., Syracuse University, 1977), 84; citing 
and translating Carlo Borromeo, Instructiones Fabricae et Supellectilis Ecclesiasticae, in Trattati d’arte del 
Cinquecento, fra manierismo e Controriforma, vol. 3, ed. Paola Barocchi (Bari: G. Laterza, 1962), 11:  
“Illud vero praeter caetera adhibeatur, ut in uniuscuiusque ecclesiae, praesertim parochialis, frontispicio, a 
superiori scilicet parte ostii maioris, extrinsecus pingatur aut sculpatur decore religioseque imago 
beatissimae Mariae Virginis, Iesum filium in complexu habentis; a cuius latere dextero exprimatur effigies 
sancti sanctaeve, cuius nomine illa ecclesia nuncupatur; a sinistro alia item sancti vel sanctae, cui prae 
caeteris parochiae illius populus venerationem tribuit”  
98 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 179; Zuccari, “Fonti antiche e moderne,” 886; Zuccari, 
“Baronio e l’iconografia del martirio,” 445-501. The frescoes of the martyrdoms of the Apostles along the 
side walls have been attributed to Domenico Cerroni. The series in the clerestory wall has been attributed to 
Girolamo Massei and Paris Nogari.  
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dismembered bodies in the martyrdom scenes, were the same bodies that would be 

reassembled and glorified in the resurrection because of the holy sacrifice made by the 

martyrs. 

The decorative program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo reflects the diversity of late 

Renaissance painting styles.99 The scenes of the apostles’ martyrdom at SS. Nereo e 

Achilleo have a clarity and rawness that resembles the “restrained” and “devout” manner 

of Circignani’s frescoes at S. Stefano Rotondo (Figs. 80–91).100 The Michelangelesque 

forms and contorted bodies depicting the Apostles’ triumph represent a strain of late 

sixteenth-century Mannerism (Fig. 131).101 Like Circignani’s paintings at S. Stefano 

Rotondo, the frescoes adorning the interior of SS. Nereo e Achilleo were not influenced 

by the style of early Christian or medieval precedents. The stylistic choices at SS. Nereo 

e Achilleo are consistent with Baronio’s view that late antique art during the time of 

Constantine was crude and inferior to earlier classical styles, as we saw in his criticism of 

the Arch of Constantine.102 Rather than imitating the style of early Christian art, Baronio 

sought its venerability. The decorative program for the interior of SS. Nereo e Achilleo 

drew upon Baronio’s imaginative vision of the painted catacombs as emotive spaces that 

stimulated moving devotions to the cult of martyrs, relics, and images.103  

                                                
99 For an analysis of painting styles in late sixteenth see Marcia B. Hall, After Raphael: Painting in Central 
Italy in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
100 See pages 236-239 in Chapter Five above for sixteenth-century views on Circignani’s painting and its 
“restrained” and “devout” style.  
101 On Michelangelo’s influence on sixteenth-century style, see Francis Ames-Lewis and Paul Joannides, 
eds. Reactions to the Master: Michelangelo's Effect on Art and Artists in the Sixteenth Century (Burlington: 
Ashgate, 2003). On Michelangelo’s late work within the context of reform, see Alexander Nagel, 
Michelangelo and the Reform of Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
102 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus III (Rome: 1592; reprint Mainz: 1601), anno 312, 108-109. See 
pages 137-140 in Chapter Four above for further discussion of Baronio’s interpretation of the Arch of 
Constantine.  
103 On the Tridentine defense and promotion of the cult of martyrs, relics, and images as interconnected 
traditions, see pages 63-69 in Chapter Two above and pages 119-136 in Chapter Three above.  
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The bloody and broken bodies depicted in the scenes of the apostles’ martyrdoms 

reflect early modern interpretations of the catacombs. In each martyrdom scene, the artist 

placed the apostle in the foreground of the composition, confronting the viewer at eye 

level with the saint’s mutilated body.104 These scenes recall Prudentius’s description of a 

painting over Hippolytus’s tomb, which Baronio cites in the Annales in his discussion of 

the painted catacombs on Via Salaria.105 Prudentius describes a painting of Hippolytus’s 

“bleeding body as he was dragged along” with his limbs and body “parts torn asunder 

and lying scattered in disorder.”106 He notes scenes of Hippolytus’s followers “gathering 

the mangled flesh” of the martyr and collecting the “shoulders, the severed hands, arms, 

elbows, knees, bare fragments of legs.”107 The scenes of fragmented bodies along the side 

walls of SS. Nereo e Achilleo imaginatively pictured the venerable relics of the martyrs. 

The blood soaked landscapes may have prompted viewers to reflect on the popular story 

of St. Praxede and her sister St. Pudentia soaking up the blood of the martyrs with 

sponges and preserving it in vessels as they buried the martyrs in the catacombs of 

Priscilla (Fig. 41). The gory imagery of the apostles’ bodily suffering may have also 

called to mind stories about the pious early Christians who collected, buried, and 

venerated the martyrs’ holy bodies in the catacombs.108  

Evoking Prudentius’ description of broken bodies, the fresco cycle of the 

martyrdom of the apostles at SS. Nereo e Achilleo depicted decapitated heads and 

                                                
104 Zuccari, “Baronio e l’iconografia del martirio,” 445-501.  
105 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 57, 626; Baronio, 
Annales Eccelsiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103.  
106 Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144, in Prudentius II, Loeb Classical Library 398, trans. H. J. 
Thomson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953), 312-315. For analysis of Prudentius’s text as an 
ekphrasis see Oryshkevich, “History of the Catacombs,” 77-83. See pages 114-119 in Chapter Three above 
for a translation of the full passage and a more detailed analysis of the text.  
107 Prudentius, Peristephanon Liber XI, 125-144. 
108 Herklotz, “Chi era Priscilla? Baronio e le ricerche sulla Roma sotterranea,” 425-444.  
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dismembered arms, hands, and feet. The dismembered body of St. Jude Thaddeus may 

have encouraged meditation on simultaneous fragmentation and wholeness of the saint’s 

holy body (Fig. 132). Imagery of the saint’s divided body may have also alluded to 

Baronio’s understanding of the supernatural power of relics; he argued that the small 

portion of the martyr’s body embodied the virtue of the whole body.109 Pilgrims could 

look at the dismembered body of St. Jude Thaddeus in relationship to the relics of Saints 

Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus, which were also portions of fragmented holy bodies. A 

grisaille painting of the reassembled body of St. Jude Thaddeus triumphantly holding the 

instrument of his martyrdom flanked the scene of the apostle’s dismembered body: this 

pairing further demonstrated the material continuity of the martyr’s body, which was 

simultaneously divided in martyrdom and whole in the triumph of his resurrection.  

At the same time, the classical architectural settings in which these scenes were 

set promoted Rome’s status as the sacred city of the martyrs, who metaphorically 

baptized the city with their blood and sanctified it with their relics (Fig. 133). The scenes 

include specific monuments associated with the location of the martyrs’ deaths. For 

example, the image of the beheading of St. Paul depicts the event outside the city walls 

(Fig. 134). The city walls appear in the background of the scene, framing the landscape. 

Although the form is somewhat obscured by the figure of a Roman soldier on horseback, 

the top of a pyramid can be seen extending beyond the frame of the city walls. This detail 

imbedded in the landscape represents the tradition that the apostle died on Via Ostiense 

near the pyramid of Caius Cestius.110 In the Annales, Baronio referred to the catacombs 

                                                
109 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus I (Rome: 1588; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 55, 551-552; see 
note 42 on page 254 above.  
110 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 178.  
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as a “hidden cities, once colonies of the Christians in times of persecution.”111 The 

martyrdom cycle along the side walls of SS. Nereo e Achilleo recreated Baronio’s vision 

of Rome’s “hidden cities” by making the bodies and blood of the martyrs present to 

pilgrims who visited the church.  

A small altar in the center of each side wall divides the fresco cycle of the 

martyrdom of the apostles (Figs. 135–136). By choosing not to add separate chapels for 

the altars, Baronio preserved the form of the early Christian basilica. Two altarpieces 

depicting scenes of heavenly glory and triumph adorn the altars in each aisle of SS. Nereo 

e Achilleo; they contrast with the bloody scenes of martyrdom represented in the fresco 

cycle. The subjects of the two altarpieces represent the dedication of these altars to the 

Virgin Mary and St. Domitilla under Pope Clement VIII in 1599.112 A painting of the 

Madonna of Vallicella attributed to Durante Alberti (1538–1613) adorns the altar 

dedicated to the Virgin Mary in the right side aisle (Fig. 135).113 An image of St. 

Domitilla with Saints Nereus and Achilleus by Cristoforo Roncalli is on the altar in the 

left side aisle (Figs. 136).114 Repeating the imagery of the Madonna of Vallicella seen on 

the pinnacle of the church’s façade, Alberti’s altarpiece adds a choir of angels seen 

venerating the Virgin and the Christ child.115 The altarpiece of St. Domitilla with Saints 

                                                
111 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103: 
“Obstupuit Urbs, cùm in suis suburbiis abditas se novit habere civitates, Christianorum tempore 
persecutionis olim colonias, modo autem sepulchris tantùm refertas.”  
112 Inscriptions above the altars and directly below the altarpieces identify the dedication of the each altar 
and the date of its consecration under Pope Clement VIII in 1599.  
113 For the attribution of the altarpiece to Durante Alberti, see Zuccari, “La politica culturale 
dell’Oratorio,” 182 n. 55; citing Ilaria Toesca, Àttivita della Soprintendenza alle gallerie del Lazio (Rome: 
Sala di Santa Marta, 1969), 24-25. 
114 W. Chandler Kirwin, “The Life and Drawings Style of Cristofano Roncalli,” Paragone Arte 335 (1978): 
39-40; Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 182. 
115 This scene of a choir of angels framing the Madonna of Vallicella was a precedent for Ruben’s 
altarpiece framing the cult image of the Madonna of Vallicella with angels. Zuccari, “La politica culturale 
dell’Oratorio,” 182; Buttler, “Rubens’s First Painting for the High Altar of Santa Maria in Vallicella, 17-38. 
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Nereus and Achilleus depicts the saints’ glory in heaven with three angels presenting 

crowns to the martyrs. A medieval fresco of St. Gregory with Saints Gordiano and Silvia 

in the Oratory of S. Andrea al Celio was a likely prototype for Roncalli’s altarpiece.116 

The fresco was still visible in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; drawings 

and prints reproducing the image appeared in several early modern collections.117 

Baronio knew this source well: the eighth volume of the Annales (1599) includes a print 

after the fresco (Fig. 137).118 The altarpieces depicting the Madonna of Vallicella and St. 

Domitilla with Saints Nereo and Achilleo completed Baronio’s program for the church’s 

side aisles with devotional images depicting the triumph of the Madonna and saints in 

heaven, a theme that was repeated throughout the church’s decorative program in the 

clerestory, apse, and entrance wall.  

A fresco cycle depicting the lives and martyrdoms of the church’s patron saints 

Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla in the clerestory above the nave continues the narrative 

imagery of martyrdom that begins in the side aisles. The narrative cycle in the clerestory 

nave used the system of keyed images that the Jesuits had developed at S. Stefano 

Rotondo. Lettered captions annotate scenes from the lives of Saints Nereus, Achilleus, 

                                                
116 In 1602, Clement VIII gave Baronio the title of Commendatory Abbot of S. Gregorio Magno, and the 
Cardinal took on the task of restoring and decorating S. Andrea al Celio along with S. Barbara and the 
oratory of S. Silva, which were adjacent to S. Gregorio Magno. Baronio’s patronage at S. Andrea al Celio 
continued his interests in renovating early Christian sites associated with Pope Gregory I. The decorative 
program at S. Andrea al Celio included frescoes of the life and martyrdom of St. Andrew by Domenichino, 
Carlo Maratta, Guido Reni, Cristoforo Roncalli, and Giovanni Lanfranco. O’Neil, “Baronio at San 
Gregorio Magno,” 146-171.  
117 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 183. Angelo Rocca studied the fresco and included a print 
of the image after a drawing in Alfonso Chacón’s collection (BAV, Vat. lat. 5408) in his book on S. 
Gregory published in 1597. F. Angelus Rocca Camerarius Apostolici Palatii Sacrista Suum Laborum in B. 
Gregorium Magnum Reliquias, Hoc Est, S. Gregorii Eiusque Parentum Imagines… (Rome: Typographia 
Vaticana, 1597). For a reproduction of the drawing of the fresco in Alfonso Chacón’s collection, see 
Stephan Waetzoldt, Die Kopien des 17. Jahrhunderts nach Mosaiken und Wandmalereien in Rom (Munich: 
Schroll-Verlag, 1964), 35-36, fig. 81.  
118 Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio,” 233-234; citing Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus 
VIII (Rome: 1599; reprint Mainz: 1601) annus 604, unnumbered page between 232 and 235. 



 278 

and Domitilla, identifying the episodes represented (Figs. 92–93).119 The images 

depicting the lives of the church’s patron saints were based on the Historia della vita di 

SS. Nereo, Achilleo, e Flavia Domitilla (History of the Life of Saints Nereus, Achilleus, 

and Flavia Domitilla, 1597) by Antonio Gallonio. The publication of this text coincided 

with the inauguration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo following Baronio’s restoration in 1597.120 

Imagery of the life of Domitilla in the nave clerestory represents the Flavian princess’s 

connection to the City’s imperial and early Christian past; this had also been a principle 

theme in the Christian triumph that Baronio staged for the translation of the saints 

relics.121 The narrative cycle in the clerestory also emphasizes events in the life of 

Domitilla that intersected with important figures in the early Church, including St. Peter 

and Pope Clement.  

The narrative cycle along the clerestory wall begins near the high altar and 

progresses in a clockwise direction along the nave with three scenes on each wall. 

Walking away from the altar and towards the entrance, pilgrims would encounter the first 

scene on their left depicting St. Peter’s baptism of Domitilla and her mother. Domitilla’s 

servants, Nereus and Achilleus, also appear in the image of Domitilla’s baptism as 

witnesses to the sacrament (Fig. 138). The series continues in the center of the wall with 

an image of Domitilla receiving the veil from Pope Clement I (Fig. 139). The veil 

represented the consecration of Domitilla’s virginity and her vow of chastity. The next 

scene on the same wall near the entrance depicts Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus before 
                                                
119 For an analysis of lettered captions and annotations in Jesuit devotional images and the martyrdom 
cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo, see pages 210-214 in Chapter Five above.  
120 Antonio Gallonio, Historia della vita e martirio de’ gloriosi santi Flavia Domitilla vergine, Nereo, et 
Acchilleo, e piu altri, con alcune vite brevi de’ santi parenti di S.Flavia Domitilla, et alcune annotazioni, 
opera di Antonio Gallonio Romano sacerdote della Congregazione dell’Oratorio (Rome: Luigi Zannetti, 
1597). The feast day for Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla is 12 May, and Baronio addressed the 
history of the saints in his Notationes in the Marytrologium. Baronio, Martyrologium Romanum (1586), 
213-214. See Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell’Oratorio” 179. 
121 See pages 259-265 above.  
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Emperor Domitian, who was Domitilla’s uncle; this scene represents the narrative 

moment that officially began the saints’ path to martyrdom (Fig. 140).  

The opposite wall continues the story of the saints’ arrest, torture, martyrdom, and 

burial. The first panel near the entrance depicts the arrest of Domitilla, Teodora, and 

Eufrosina and the martyrdom of Nereus and Achilleus (Fig. 141). The scene shows Flavia 

Domitilla, Teodora, and Eufrosina being put in chains while Nereus and Achilleus are 

tortured with the rack and then beheaded. The next image in the center of the wall 

represents the conversion and baptism of Teodora and Eufrosina by Domitilla during 

their imprisonment (Fig. 142). Returning to the altar, pilgrims would observe the final 

scene in the series depicting the martyrdom and burial of Domitilla, Teodora, and 

Eufrosina (Fig. 143). This last image in the narrative portrays the saints’ torture and death 

in a fiery furnace and the subsequent burial of the martyrs by St. Cesareus. The imagery 

of St. Cesareus burying the three female saints alluded to the original tombs of the 

church’s patron saints in the catacombs of Domitilla.  

Images of ten angels modeled after ancient Victory figures appear directly below 

the series depicting the lives of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus; the Victory 

figures are perched above the nave-piers in the spandrels (Fig. 144). On the basis of a 

preparatory drawing by the artist now in the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, Zuccari has 

attributed these figures to Cristoforo Roncalli.122 The dynamic posture of the angels and 

the movement in their drapery create elegant forms that could be described as proto-

Baroque in their style.123 Each angel carries a palm and a crown, common emblems of 

triumph found in both ancient Roman and early Christian sources. Eight of the ten angels 

                                                
122 Zuccari, “Fonti antiche e moderne,” 877.  
123 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration” 613. I agree with Herz’s assessment that the spandrel angels are “the 
most ‘Baroque’ images produced to date, they are at the same time classical in attire and movement.”  
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have bare feet and flowing robes that resemble the peplos and tunic, which were 

traditional characteristics of ancient Roman Victory figures (Fig. 144).124 While the 

majority of the spandrel angels adopt the form and dress of Victory figures, the two 

angels below the scene of the baptism of Domitilla and her mother near the altar are 

dressed in liturgical garments. The figure closest to the altar wall wears deacons’ robes, a 

yellow dalmatic with a long white alb. Roncalli depicted the next figure in a cotta, the 

vestment worn by an acolyte (Fig. 145). These figures reinforce the importance of the 

early Church’s liturgical tradition, and the need to preserve its most ancient forms, crucial 

themes for Baronio.  

A relief of an ancient Victory figure found on a marble pedestal supporting a table 

in the presbytery of SS. Nereo e Achilleo was a probable source of inspiration for these 

figures (Fig. 146).125 From his research on ancient metals featured in the Annales, 

Baronio also knew that the early Christian Emperors Zeno (474–491) and Theodoric 

(493–526) had adopted imagery of pagan Victory figures and given these forms a new 

Christian context. Coins produced for these emperors represented barefoot, winged 

Victory figures, which held palms and wreaths and wore the traditional peplos and tunic. 

Baronio included prints illustrating ancient coins with these symbols in the sixth and 

seventh volumes of the Annales (Figs. 147–148).126 As ancient emblems of triumph that 

had been adopted by the early Church and given a Christian meaning, the Victory figures 

alluded to a prominent theme from Baronio’s translation procession, the triumph of 

Christianity over Rome’s imperial legacy. The placement of Victory figures below 

                                                
124 Ibid., 612-615. 
125 Ibid., 613. 
126 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 615; citing Baronio, Annales Ecclesistici, Tomus VI (Rome: 1595; 
reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 474, 398; Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VII (Rome: 1596; reprint 
Mainze: 1601), annus 534, 313. 
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narrative scenes depicting the martyrdom of the church’s patron saints also reinforced 

Baronio’s juxtaposition of imagery of the martyrs’ suffering and triumph.  

 

The Apse and Entrance Wall  

The church’s narrative program concludes on the apse wall with Girolamo 

Massei’s fresco of St. Gregory giving his Twenty-Eighth Homily, an event that Baronio 

believed had occurred at SS. Nereo e Achilleo (Fig. 149).127 An early biographer noted 

that when Baronio passed the church during one of his pilgrimages to Rome’s seven 

basilicas, he expressed his excitement over its connection to St. Gregory by exclaiming, 

“Here is the church SS. Nereo e Achilleo that is ruined, where S. Gregory the Great gave 

a sermon; it was already an ancient titular church for the cardinals!”128 By having this 

event depicted on the apse wall, Baronio preserved the memory of St. Gregory’s historic 

visit to SS. Nereo e Achilleo, extending the theme of the continuity of early Christian 

tradition beyond the era of the martyrs and into the era of the Church Fathers.129  

The themes explored in the martyrdom cycles along the nave and side aisles reach 

their climax in the apse fresco depicting a large jeweled cross, a crux gemmata, with five 

male saints on the left side and five female saints on the right (Fig. 117). Inscriptions 

written in black named each figure depicted. From left to right, the male saints 

represented are Cesareus, Servilianus, Sulpicius, Achilleus, and Nereus, and the female 

                                                
127 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 174; citing Baronio, Martyrologium Romanum (Rome: 1586), 12 
May, 213-214. Along with the painted façade and the fresco cycle on the clerestory wall, the apse frescoes 
have also been attributed to Girolamo Massei. Zuccari, “La politica culturale dell'Oratorio,” 180; citing 
Baglione, Le vite, 104; Giorgio Nicodemi, “Le note di Sebastiano Resta ad un esemplare dell’abecedario 
pittorico di Pellegrino Orlandi (Bologna, 1704)” in Studi storici in memoria di Mons. Angelo Mercati, 
Fontes Ambrosiani 30 (Milan: A. Giuffrè, 1956) 297. 
128 Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph,” 174; citing and translating BVR, MS. Q. 56. fol. 47: “Ecco là la 
chiesa dei Santi Nereo et Achilleo a che è ridotta, dove S. Gregorio Magno fece una omelia: era già titolo di 
cardinali!” See Calenzio, La vita…Baronio, 470.  
129 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 619. 
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saints are Domitilla, Eufrosina, Theodora, Felicola, and Plautilla. The majority of the 

saints featured in the apse were chosen for their connections to the lives of Saints 

Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus. The crux gemmata in the center of the apse fresco was 

based on the jeweled and gilded cross that the Christian Emperor Theodosius II (408–

450) had placed on the site of Christ’s crucifixion around 420; the richly jeweled cross 

became a symbol of Christ’s victory over sin and death.130 Reinforcing the triumphal 

meaning of the symbol, the crux gemmata began to be associated with Constantine’s 

vision of the cross on the eve of his battle with Maxentius, which had led the emperor to 

victory.131 In the fourth volume of the Annales, Baronio describes the crux gemmata of 

Theodosius II; he refers to the appearance of this symbol in early Christian funerary art, 

such as on the Sarcophagus of Sextus Petronius Probus, which he discusses and illustrates 

(Fig. 150).132 Placed in the center of the apse fresco, directly above the high altar, the 

image of the crux gemmata adapted the early Christian emblem to assert a message of 

Christian triumphalism.  

The apse’s imagery of a jeweled cross, a crux gemmata, with portraits of saints on 

either side emulated the traditional composition and iconography of early Christian and 

medieval apse mosaics in Rome. One probable source for this iconography was the 

seventh-century niche mosaic in the chapel of Saints Primus and Felicianus in S. Stefano 

Rotondo; it depicted the crux gemmata of Jerusalem flanked by Saints Primus and 

Felicianus (Fig. 151). The apse fresco’s depiction of several early Christian saints and 

martyrs drew upon other early Christian and medieval apse mosaics that Baronio would 

have seen in Rome. The fifth-century apse mosaics at S. Agata dei Goti depicted Christ 

                                                
130 Ibid., 607.  
131 Ibid. 
132 Zuccari, “Fonti antiche e moderne,” 874-876; citing Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus IV (Rome: 
1593; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 394-395, 855-856, 900-902.  
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and his twelve apostles with individualized expressions and postures, similar to the saints 

depicted by Massei. Although these mosaics were lost when the vault of S. Agata dei 

Goti collapsed in 1589, Baronio had the opportunity to study the site before the incident; 

he described the mosaic program as “magnificentissime.” He copied the dedicatory 

inscription for the mosaics in the Annales and Martyrologium.133 Before the collapse of 

the vault, a series of colored drawings in Alfonso Chacón’s collection documented the 

mosaic decoration that was destroyed when the vault fell (Fig. 152).134  

The destruction of many of Rome’s early Christian and medieval churches and the 

fragile condition of the catacomb sites likely contributed to a sense of urgency felt among 

sixteenth-century scholars and patrons to preserve and continue the legacy of the early 

Church in Rome. The mosaics at S. Agata dei Goti were lost in 1589 and the entrance to 

the painted catacombs discovered on Via Salaria collapsed in 1592. Baronio’s restoration 

of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, however, preserved elements of the early Christian iconography 

found at these sites; more importantly, it continued the spirit and legacy of the early 

Church and its martyrs.  

The final image that one would encounter on the entrance wall when departing the 

sanctuary portrays the spiritual rewards of suffering and martyrdom. The central panel on 

the entry wall above the door depicts Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla and their 

companions, Cesareus, Theodora, and Eufrosina receiving crowns and palms as symbols 

of their heavenly victory (Figs. 118, 153). Pairs of saints also appear above and below the 

                                                
133 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 610; citing Baronio, Martyrologium Romanum (Rome: 1586) 5 
February, 71-72; Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VI (Rome: 1595; reprint Mainz: 1601), annus 472, 
390. The inscription from the apse mosaic that Baronio copied in both books stated, “FL. RICIMER V. I. 
MAGISTER UTRIUSQUE MILITIAE PATRICIUS ET EX CONSUL[ARE] ORD[INE] PROVOTO SUO 
ADORNAVIT.”  
134 Herz, “Baronio’s Restoration,” 610; citing BAV, Vat. Lat. 5407, fols. 46-72. For a catalogue of 
Chacón’s manuscript and reproductions of his collection of drawings copying the lost apse mosaic at S. 
Agata dei Goti, see Waetzoldt, Die Kopien, figs. 1-14, 28-29. This collection dates to around 1590.  
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central scene of the church’s patron saints and their companions. Images of Saints Peter 

and Paul, representing the co-founders of the church in Rome and the city’s patron saints, 

appear in the upper register of the entrance wall on either side of a central window (Fig. 

154). The figures of two papal saints, Pope Clement I and Pope Gregory I, adorn the 

lower area of the entrance wall, flanking the door. Clement I — shown with the 

instrument of his martyrdom, an anchor — was the pope who presented Domitilla with 

the veil of virginity; he was also the namesake of Pope Clement VIII who elevated 

Baronio to the office of Cardinal in 1596. The figure of the papal saint, Gregory I, 

appears to the right of the door, mirroring the image of the pope delivering his twenty-

eighth homily on the apse wall (Fig. 155). An inscription in the frame above the central 

panel depicting Saints Nereus, Achilleus, and Domitilla, announces the saints’ heavenly 

glory and reward for their martyrdom stating, GLORIA HAEC EST OMNIBVS 

SANCTIS EIVS, “this glory is to all his saints.” The inscription repeated the phrase from 

the last verse of Psalm 149 that also appeared on the frontispiece of Baronio’s revisions 

to the Martyrologium (1586).135 As pilgrims exited the church of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, 

they could meditate on the glory of Rome’s martyrs who had emulated Christ and 

continued the mission of the Church.  

The diverse and carefully selected early Christian and medieval sources in 

Baronio’s restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo reflects the patron’s scholarship on the 

early Christian past and his knowledge of Christian antiquities. By combining martyrdom 

scenes, historical narratives, images of saints, and emblems of martyrs’ triumphs, 

Baronio created a liturgical setting that was reminiscent of what sixteenth-century 

Catholics imagined worship would have been like in the catacombs. Visitors who 

                                                
135 Psalm 149:9. See Pupillo, “Gli incisori di Baronio,” 833-834. 
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meditated on the emotive imagery of Christian suffering and triumph adorning SS. Nereo 

e Achilleo could envision their devotions as an affective continuation of the early 

Christians who had visited the catacombs of Domitilla to honor the relics of Saints 

Nerues, Achilleus, and Domitialla, which now resided in the basilica.  

Baronio’s rhetorical and imaginative interpretation of the catacombs as “hidden 

cities” was influenced by as well as contributed to the long tradition of affective 

devotions to the cult of martyrs at these early Christian burial sites.136 By drawing on the 

authority of the writings of Jerome and Prudentius, Baronio was able to promote a 

mystical vision of the catacombs as places that embodied the horror and suffering of the 

persecuted Church; however, Baronio’s views on the supernatural power of relics also 

affirmed the sanctity of the martyrs’ tombs, which marked the catacombs as sites touched 

by the eternal triumph and unity of the martyrs’ bodies.  

Baronio’s efforts to promote Rome’s sacred landscape as a historian and patron 

provided a foundation for Antonio Bosio’s scholarship on the Roman catacombs. Under 

Baronio’s leadership at the Roman Oratory, Bosio built upon the work of Alfonso 

Chacón and Philips van Winghe; he wrote the first comprehensive treatise on Rome’s 

early Christian cemeteries that included prints after his extensive collection of drawings 

copying the catacomb paintings, sarcophagi, and other antiquities. The images published 

in Bosio’s Roma sotterreana (1635) provided early Christian exemplars of sacred art and 

iconography to a larger audience than Chacón’s and Van Winghe’s collections. Bosio 

interpreted the early Christian paintings found in the catacombs as visual evidence 

supporting his interpretation of these sites as devotional spaces; his research on the ritual 

use of the catacombs focused on defending the early Christian origins of Roman Catholic 

                                                
136 Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus II (Rome: 1590; Mainz: 1601), annus 130, 103; see pages 113-
114 in Chapter Three above. 
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funerary traditions, liturgical practices, and devotions to the cult of martyrs, relics, and 

images. By promoting the continuity of Catholic tradition, Bosio continued Baronio’s 

work to defend Catholic polemics. I find that Bosio’s study and exploration of the 

catacombs responded to Baronio’s confidence that Rome’s “hidden cities” could be 

“fully understood” by observing the Roman catacombs.137  

 

                                                
137 Ibid.  
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PART 4: THE CATACOMBS IN PRINT 
 

Chapter 7: 
Image, Text, Redaction:  

The Buried History of Bosio’s Roma sotterranea 

 

By combining archival research and fieldwork, Antonio Bosio discovered over 

thirty catacomb entrances during his career in Rome from 1593 to 1629; he formed a 

collection of over two hundred drawings of the catacombs.1 One of the most evocative 
                                                
1 In Roma sotterranea, Bosio describes his first experience exploring the catacombs of St. Domitilla with 
Pompeo Ugonio on 10 December 1593, which marked the beginning of his involvement in Christian 
archeology. Antonio Bosio, Roma sotterranea (Rome: Guglielmo Facciotti, 1635), 165. Although the 
frontispiece gives the date 1632, a letter dated 20 January 1635 inquiring about when the publication of 
Roma sotterranea would be completed has identified the year of publication as 1635. Ingo Herklotz, 
“Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” in Cassiano dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum (Proceedings of a 
Conference Convened Jointly by the British Museum and the Warburg Institute on 14 and 15 December 
1989), Quaderni Puteani 2, ed. Ian Jenkins (Torino: Olivetti, 1992), vol. 1, 38; citing Rome, Biblioteca 
dell’Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (BAL), Carteggiano Puteano, Il Carteggio di Cassiano dal Pozzo, 
vol. IV, fol. 170r. For literature on the life of Antonio Bosio and his study of the catacombs for Roma 
sotterranea, see Giovanni Battista de Rossi, La Roma sotterranea cristiana, vol. 1 (Rome: Cromo-litografia 
pontificia, 1864), 26-39; Joseph Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien: Eine 
ikonographische Studie (Freiburg: Herder, 1891), 46-73; Antonio Valeri, Cenni biografici di Antonio 
Bosio: Con documenti inediti (Rome: Tipografia dell’Unione cooperativa editrice, 1900); Giorgio 
Schneider-Graziosi, “La prima esplorazione sotterranea cimiteriale di Antonio Bosio,” Nuovo bullettino di 
archeologia cristiana 18 (1912): 133-143; Giuseppe Ferretto, Note storico-bibliografiche di archeologia 
cristiana (Vatican City: Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1942), 132-161; Carlo Cecchelli, Il cenacolo 
filippino e l’archeologia cristiana. (Rome: Istituto di Studi Romani, 1938); Lorenzo Spigno, 
“Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31 e la Roma sotterranea di Antonio Bosio,” Rivista di 
archeologia Cristiana 51 (1975): 281-311; Spigno, “Della ‘Roma sotterranea’ del Bosio e della sua 
biografia,” Rivista di archeologia cristiana 52, nos. 3-4 (1976): 277-301; Giuseppe Finocchiaro, “La Roma 
sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio. Inediti e lacune del manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” in 
Messer Filippo Neri, santo: l’apostolo di Roma, ed. Barbara Santoni Tellini and Alberto Manodoro (Rome: 
De Luca, 1995), 189-193; Simon Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel: Antonio Bosio's Roma sotterranea 
Revisted,” in The Church Retrospective: Papers Read at the 1995 Summer Meeting and the 1996 Winter 
Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society, Studies in Church History 33, ed. Robert Norman Swanson 
(Suffolk, UK: Boydell Press, 1997), 343-60; Finocchiaro, “Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio 
Spada: Un confronto tra la “Roma sotterranea” a stampa e manoscritta (ms. vall. G. 31),” in Luoghi della 
cultura nella Roma di Borromini, ed. Barbara Tellini Santoni and Alberto Manodori Sagredo (Rome: 
Retablo, 2004), 181-205; Massimiliano Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo alla costruzione della 
reliquia: Giovanni Angelo Santini, detto il Toccafondi, pittore romano,” Studi Romani 53 (2005): 94-121; 
Ghilardi, Gli arsenali della fede: Tre saggi su apologia e propaganda delle catacombe romane (da 
Gregorio XIII a Pio XI) (Rome: Aracne, 2006); Herklotz, “Antonio Bosio e Giovanni Severano: 
Precisazioni su una collaborazione,” Studi romani 56, no. 1/4 (2010): 233-248; Herklotz, “Antonio Bosio 
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images from Bosio’s collection depicts a nude female martyr who is engulfed in flames 

as her four persecutors stoke the fire (Fig. 156).2 Giovanni Angelo Santini, called 

Toccafondo, one of the artists Bosio employed, drew this scene, which he claimed was a 

copy of an early Christian fresco from the catacombs of St. Domitilla on Via Aredeatina.3 

His interpretation of the ancient fresco was likely inspired by the life and martyrdom of 

the patron of the catacombs, Domitilla, who died in a fiery furnace.4 This scene of the 

female saint’s immolation recalled the imagery used in Baronio’s restoration of SS. 

Nereo e Achilleo, where Domitilla’s relics reside (Fig. 143). Toccafondo’s image, 

however, was an artistic invention. A painting of a female martyr corresponding to this 

drawing in the catacombs of Domitilla does not exist. Most likely, a fresco in the 

catacombs of St. Domitilla depicting the Adoration of the Magi and the infant Christ 

being bathed by midwives was the original source for this drawing, which Toccafondo 

erroneously transformed into a martyrdom scene (Fig. 157).5 The composition and 

organization of figures in Toccafondo’s drawing is similar to this early Christian fresco. 

The subject of the drawing, however, reflects Toccafondo’s fixation on the catacombs of 

St. Domitilla as an ancient site for the cult of martyrs and relics. Toccafondo’s drawing is 

an invention, but it reveals assumptions about the catacombs that motivated Bosio’s 
                                                
und Carlo Bascapè: Reliquie und Katakombenforschung im 17. Jahrhundert,” in Festschrift für Max Kunze: 
Der Blick auf die antike Kunst von der Renaissance bis heute, ed. Stephanie-Gerrit Bruer and Detlef 
Rössler (Rutzen: Ruhpolding, 2011), 93-104. 
2 BVR, MS. G. 6, fol. 9r; see Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48-50, Tav. XXI-
XXII; Thomas Buser, “Jerome Nadal and Early Jesuit Art in Rome,” The Art Bulletin 58 no. 3 (1976): 424-
33; Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation of the Past (New Haven: Yale 
University Press 1993), 107; Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 359; Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo 
santo,” 112-115.  
3 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48-50; Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo 
santo,” 112-114. 
4 On narrative scenes depicting the life of St. Domitilla in the basilica of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see pages 
277-279 in Chapter Six above. On Domitilla as a symbol of the triumph of Christian martyrs over pagan 
Rome in Baronio’s translation procession of the relics of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus, see pages 
259-265 in Chapter Six above. 
5 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48-50; Haskell, History and Its Image, 107.  
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exploration and informed his interpretation of these sites as devotional spaces for the 

early Christian cult of martyrs.  

Bosio was not a stranger to the use of artistic invention to describe sacred space 

and the discovery of relics. To commemorate the discovery of the relics of St. Cecilia in 

1599 during the restoration of the basilica dedicated to her in Trastevere, Cardinal Paolo 

Camillo Sfondrato (1516–1618) commissioned Bosio to write a history of her passion 

and the miraculous exhumation of her relics.6  Bosio reported that the body that had been 

recovered in the church was still clothed and had not begun to decay.7 Contemporary 

avvisi announced the miraculous discovery. Roman pilgrims and curious visitors flocked 

to see the incorrupt body that remained in the convent but could be seen through a grill in 

the church.8 Cardinal Sfondrato commissioned Stefano Maderno (1575–1636) to sculpt 

an effigy of St. Cecilia’s incorrupt body in precisely the way it appeared upon its 

miraculous discovery, “resting on its right side, the legs slightly bent, the arms held 

forward, the head somewhat twisted, the face turned towards the ground, like someone 

asleep.”9 Bosio’s description of the holy remains and Cardinal Sfondrato’s inscription 

commemorating the statue implied that the depiction of St. Cecilia by Maderno was 

authoritative (Fig. 158).10 However, an eyewitness account contradicted Bosio’s report 
                                                
6 Bosio, Historia Passionis B. Caeciliae virginis, Valeriani, Tiburtii, et Maximi martyrum, nec non Urbani 
et Lucii Pontificum et Mart. Vitae... (Rome: Stephanum Paulinum, 1600). My interpretation of Bosio’s 
Historia passionis B. Caeciliae follows Emma Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed at the Altar of Santa Ceclia in 
Trastevere,” in Rome: Continuing Encounters between Past and Present, ed. Dorigen Caldwell and Lesley 
Caldwell (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011), 59. Bosio’s life of St. Cecilia was his only work published during 
his lifetime.   
7 Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed,” 61; citing and translating Bosio, Historia passionis B. Caeciliae, 156: 
“Inside this chest was the body of the blessed virgin Cecilia, covered in a dark silk veil, and beneath this 
veil shone through embroidered gold garments stained in virgin blood…at the sacred feet were the linens 
described by Paschal in his testimony.”  
8 Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed,” 61, 75 n. 13; citing BAV, Urb. lat., 1067, Avvisi, 1599, fols. 641, 659.  
9 Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed,” 62; citing and translating Bosio, Historia passionis B. Caeciliae, 157.  
10 The inscription placed in front of the altar and the saint’s effigy in S. Cecilia states, “Paul [Sfondrato], to 
whom the charge of Saint Cecilia is entrusted; Most Holy Maiden, the statue of Your Body which I saw 
lying untouched within the tomb I have had carved in marble, just as it is, in the very place it lies.” For 
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and described the body as being in a coffin and lying in a traditional pose.11 A drawing 

accompanying the document shows Cecilia lying on her back with her hands resting on 

her abdomen (Fig. 159).12 Although Bosio had visited S. Cecilia in 1599 and so would 

have seen the saint’s relics presented in this conventional manner, he based his account 

on Maderno’s sculpture rather than on the physical remains of St. Cecilia discovered in 

1599.13 

Maderno’s artistic invention, however, had greater authority for Bosio than the 

saint’s physical body because it captured the poignant moment of the saint’s martyrdom 

as she lay dying.14 Maderno alluded to the tortures the saint endured by marking the 

wounds of her partly severed neck in gold; the saint’s head is turned towards the ground 

so that the wounds on her neck are clearly visible. A veil covers the head of the sculpted 

figure of St. Cecilia, so that the viewer cannot see her expression and hence her emotions 

but must imagine both. The veil simultaneously enhances the decorum and imaginative 

quality of the figure; it respectfully obscures the martyr’s face while also requiring the 

viewer to supply a mental image of the martyr’s countenance and emotional state. 

Maderno’s sculpture of St. Cecilia became the authoritative representation of the saint’s 

death; Cardinal Sfondrato commissioned Francesco Vanni (1563–1610) to paint a scene 

of The Death of St. Cecilia (1601–1604) that emulated Maderno’s sculpture. Hieronymus 
                                                
passage and translation, see Maryvelma Smith O’Neil, “Stefano Maderno’s Saint Cecilia: A Seventeenth 
Century Roman Sculpture Remeasured,” Antologia di Belle Arti 25/26 (1985): 9-21; cited in Stirrup, “Time 
Concertinaed,” 62. 
11 Tomaso Montanari, “Una nuova fonte per l’invenzione del corpo di Santa Cecilia: Testimoni oculari, 
immagini e dubbi,” Marburger Jahrbuch für Kunstwissenschaft 32 (2005): 149-165; citing BAV, Cod. 
Chig. N.III.60, fol. 427r-428r. 
12 Montanari, “Una nuova fonte,” 156-157; citing BAV, Cod. Chig. N.III.60, fol. 428r.  
13 Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed,” 62-64.  
14 For analysis of Maderno’s statue of St. Cecilia, see Antonia Nava Cellini, “Stefano Maderno, Francesco 
Vanni e Guido Reni a Santa Cecilia in Trastevere,” Paragone. Arte 20 (1969): 18-41; O’Neil, “Stefano 
Maderno’s Saint Cecilia,” 9-21; Tobias Kämpf, “Framing Cecilia’s Sacred Body: Paolo Camillo Sfondrato 
and the Language of Revelation,” The Sculpture Journal 6 (2001): 10-20; Anna Lo Bianco, Cecilia: La 
storia, l’immagine, il mito; la scultura di Stefano Maderno e il suo restauro (Rome: Campisano, 2001). 



 291 

Wierix’s print after Vanni’s painting disseminated this representation of the saint’s death 

(Fig. 160).15 Maderno’s sculpture of St. Cecilia enhanced the story and imagery of the 

discovery of the saint’s incorrupt body. Sfondrato and Bosio promoted the sculpted figure 

of St. Cecilia as an authoritative source.  

Bosio and his contemporaries exercised artistic invention in describing Rome’s 

sacred landscape, which sometimes resulted in misinterpretation. It is true that Bosio did 

not include Toccafondo’s drawing of a female martyr in the printed edition of Roma 

sotterranea, but Bosio himself misinterpreted martyrdom imagery in the catacombs. For 

example, he mistook a painting of baptism in the catacombs of Pope Julius I as an image 

of the martyrdom of a saint in a pot of boiling water or oil (Fig. 161).16  

Nonetheless, Bosio’s analysis of early Christian images, admittedly incorrect or 

misleading at times, contributed to the development of historical methods. His work 

established a precedent for the systematic collection and study of visual sources as 

evidence supporting a scholarly argument. Although Simon Ditchfield has demonstrated 

the importance of textual analysis in Bosio’s Roma sotterranea,17 the images that Bosio 

collected and reproduced in Roma sotterranea were just as important as the text. More 

than mere illustrations, they too contributed to his argument that the catacombs were 

ritual spaces for the early Church.  

The first comprehensive treatise on the Roman catacombs, Roma sotterranea 

included an extensive group of prints that reproduced Bosio’s collection of over two 

                                                
15 Friedrich Wilhelm Heinrich Hollstein, Zsuzsanna van Ruyven-Zeman, and Marjolein Leesberg. The 
Wierix Family, Hollstein's Dutch and Flemish Etchings, Engravings and Woodcuts: 1450 – 1700, vol. 65, 
pt. VII, ed. Jan Van Der Stock and Marjolein Lesberg (Rotterdam: Sound & Vision, 2004), 1413, 1414; 
Montanari, “Una nuova fonte,” 158; Stirrup, “Time Concertinaed,” 66. 
16 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 579. The cemetery that Bosio referred to as the catacombs of Pope Julius I are 
more commonly known as the catacombs of Calepodio on Via Aurelia.  
17 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 343-360. 
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hundred drawings copying the frescoes, sarcophagi, and other antiquities found in the 

catacombs.18 Bosio focused on what he believed to have been the object significance for 

the development of Christian liturgy, burial practices, funerary rituals, and particularly 

the cult of martyrs. The images and Christian antiquities found in the catacombs helped 

him argue that the sites were spaces of worship, dedicated to honoring the tombs of the 

martyrs.  

 

THE CONTENTS AND PUBLICATION HISTORY OF BOSIO’S ROMA SOTTERRANEA 

As this survey of contents and authorship shows, Bosio’s Roma sotterranea has a 

complicated history.19 The published edition of Roma sotterranea contained four books 

but only two were by Bosio. His posthumous editor, Giovanni Severano wrote the first 

and fourth. The second and third books, which describe the catacombs, are based on 

Bosio’s original manuscript, but Severano made some cuts and stylistic interventions. 

The interventions in the printed edition of Roma sotterranea dramatically altered Bosio’s 

interpretation of the history of the catacombs as presented in his manuscripts (discussed 

below). 

In the printed Roma sotterranea, Severano’s Book I concerned the deaths and 

burials of Christian martyrs. He describes in gruesome detail (analogous to Antonio 

Gallonio’s Treatise on the Instruments of Martyrdom) how the martyrs’ bodies were 

burned, dismembered, and desecrated by their persecutors.20 In the final chapters of Book 
                                                
18 Valeri, Cenni biografici, 39-40; Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 31-38; Finocchiaro, 
“Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 184-186.  
19 This survey of the contents and authorship of Vallicelliana MS G. 31 comes from my own analysis and 
my comparison of Bosio’s text in the manuscript with the published edition of Roma sotterranea. My 
research on MS G. 31 was aided by Spigno’s analysis of the authorship of Vallicelliana MS G. 31. Spigno, 
“Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 281-311.  
20 Antonio Gallonio, Trattato de gli instrumenti di martirio, e delle varie maniere di martoriare usate da' 
gentili contro christiani, descritte et intagliate in rame (Rome: A. e G. Donangeli, 1591); Bosio, Roma 
sotterranea, 1-22. Book I has of twenty chapters.  
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I, Severano described the miraculous preservation of many saints’ bodies and the ways in 

which the early Christian community arranged their burials.  

The printed Roma sotterranea, Books II–III, present Bosio’s historical and 

archeological research on the Roman catacombs, but condensed and updated by 

Severano. Bosio had organized these two books topographically, beginning with his 

research on the cemeteries and catacombs located in the area of the Vatican and St. 

Peter’s Basilica. His survey of Rome’s Christian burial sites continues in a counter 

clockwise direction, circumnavigating the suburbs of Rome, describing the cemeteries 

along the major roads out of the city. The printed Book II includes Bosio’s history of the 

Vatican cemeteries and the tombs in St. Peter’s basilica; Severano added Bosio’s chapters 

on the catacombs along Via Aurelia and Via Portuense to Book II; the manuscript shows 

that Bosio had originally planned to include this material in Book III.21 The published 

edition of Book III is significantly longer than Book II; it covers the cemeteries along Via 

Ostiense, Via Appia, Via Ardeatina, Via Latina, Via Lavicana, Via Tiburtina, Via 

Nomentana, Via Salaria, and Via Flaminia.22  

Giovanni Severano wrote the fourth and final book of the treatise on the 

iconography of the early Christian images found in the catacombs.23 Bosio had intended 

to cover this subject in his treatise. He had formed a collection of notes on early Christian 

iconography in the catacombs; these notes are preserved in manuscript.24  Because Bosio 

had not completed this part of the treatise prior to his death, it is Severano who is 

                                                
21 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 23-144. Book II included twenty-two chapters.  
22 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 145-592. Book III included sixty-six chapters.  
23 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 593-656. Book IV has fifty chapters. Each chapter discusses an individual 
subject or symbol commonly represented in Rome’s early Christian cemeteries and catacombs.  
24 BVR, MS. G. 3; cited in Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 357.  
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responsible for the chapters of the published Roma sotterranea that deal with sacred 

images and the development of Christian iconography.  

The Biblioteca Vallicelliana of the Roman Oratory contains Bosio’s original, 

autograph treatise of Roma sotterranea in Manuscript G. 31.25 This manuscript, which 

includes almost one thousand folio pages, provided the foundation for the published 

treatise edited by Giovanni Severano. The manuscript passed through several hands 

before Severano received the project of editing the treatise after Bosio’s death in 1629. 

Bosio originally willed his manuscript to the Barnabite scholar, Cristoforo Giarda, with 

the intention that Giarda would publish the treatise with limited, formal interventions.26 

However, Carlo Aldobrandini, the ambassador of the Order of the Knights of Malta in 

Rome, intervened; he used his connections and resources to ensure the publication of 

Bosio’s manuscript.27 Bosio was a member of the Order, which helps to explain 

Aldobrandini’s support.28 Bosio had been born in Malta and raised by his uncle, Giacomo 

Bosio, who had served as the ambassador of the Order of the Knights of Malta to the 

papacy.29  

                                                
25 Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 281-311; Finocchiaro, “La Roma 
sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 189-193. 
26 Orazio M. Premoli, “Lo scopritore della Roma sotterranea,” La scuola cattolica 47 (1919): 170-181; 
Spigno, “Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua Biografia,” 300-301; Finocchiaro, “La Roma 
sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 190.  
27 The title page of the published edition of Roma sotterranea names Carlo Aldobrandini as the “Pubblicata 
dal Commendatore.” Carlo Aldobrandini writes the dedication of Roma sotterranea to Pope Urban VIII; he 
recognizes Cardinal Francesco Barberini’s recommendation of the treatise in this dedication. Giovanni 
Severano recognizes Cardinal Francesco Barberini and Carlo Aldobrandini in prefatory acknowledgements 
introducing the treatise. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 3-5.  
28 In his dedication of Roma sotterranea to Pope Urban VIII, Carlo Aldobrandini identifies Bosio as an 
ambassador of the Order of the Knights of Malta: “Antonio Bosio Agente di questa mia Religione 
Gierosolimitana.” Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 3.  
29 Antonio Bosio was born in 1575 in Vittoriosa on the island of Malta; he was the illegitimate son of 
Giovanni Ottone Bosio who was the Vice-Chancellor of the Order of the Knights of Malta. Bosio moved to 
Rome in 1587 at the age of twelve after his uncle Giacomo became the amabassador to the papal court for 
the Order of the Knights of Malta in 1571. For scholarship on Bosio’s family and early life, see Valeri, 
Cenni Biografici, 10-17; Spigno, “Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua biografia,” 292-294. 



 295 

Carlo Aldobrandini brought Bosio’s Roma sotterranea to the attention of Cardinal 

Francesco Barberini (1597–1679), the nephew of Pope Urban VIII Barberini (1623–

1644).30 Francesco Barberini was a prolific patron of Rome’s early Christian churches. 

He had gathered a distinguished network of historians and antiquarians at his court that 

lent their support to the publication of Bosio’s manuscript.31 Cardinal Barberini formed a 

collection of drawings copying early Christian and medieval art in Rome that contributed 

to seventeenth-century scholarship on Christian antiquities.32 Cassiano dal Pozzo (1588–

1657), Francesco Barberini’s secretary and antiquarian, contributed illustrative material 

to the published edition of Roma sotterranea at the request of the Cardinal.33 

Aldobrandini argued that the manuscript should be entrusted to the Roman 

Oratory, in which early modern Christian archeology and Bosio’s research had 

originated.34 With the return of the manuscript to the Roman Oratory, Giovanni 

Severano, an Oratorian historian who had written a treatise on the seven early Christian 

                                                
Giacomo Bosio also wrote a history of the Knights of Malta. Giacomo Bosio, Dell'istoria della sacra 
religione et ill.ma militia di San Giovanni Gerosolimitano (Rome: Guglielmo Facciotti, 1594). 
30 In his dedicatory letter to Cardinal Francesco Barberini in the preface of Roma sotterranea, Severano 
asserts that the Cardinal was responsible for ensuring the publication of the treatise. Bosio, Roma 
sotterranea, v.  
31 Cardinal Franceso Barberini’s restoration projects included the churches of SS. Cosma e Damiano, S. 
Sebastiano al Palatino, S. Teodoro, S. Urbano alla Caffarella, and the Lateran palace.  
32 Cardinal Barberini’s collection of drawings copying early Christian and medieval art in Rome is 
preserved in the Vatican Library. BAV, Barb. lat. 4378; Barb. lat. 4404; Barb. lat. 4405; Barb. lat. 4406; 
Barb. lat. 4407; and Barb. lat. 4408. See Stephan Waetzoldt, Die Kopien des 17. Jahrhunderts nach 
Mosaiken und Wandmalereien in Rom. 1964, (Munich: Schroll-Verlag, 1964), 17, 26; John Osborne, “The 
Christian Tradition in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Rome,” in Early Christian and Medieval 
Antiquities, vol. 1, The Paper Museum of Cassiano Dal Pozzo, Series A: Antiquities and Architecture, Pt. 
II, ed. John Osborne and Amanda Claridge (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1996), 47.  
33 On Cardinal Francesco patronage and Cassiano’s contributions to the scholarship of early Christian 
antiquities, see Herklotz “Cassiono and the Christian Tradition,” 32-38.  
34 Filippo Neri’s contributions to the development of Christian archeology and his pilgrimages to the 
catacombs of S. Sebastiano, see pages 90-95 in Chapter Three above. On Cesare Baronio’s influence on 
Antonio Bosio during his scholarship at the Roman Oratory, see pages 250-259 in Chapter Six above. For 
more on the Roman Oratory’s influence on early modern Christian archeology, see Cecchelli, Il cenacolo 
filippino e l'archeologia cristiana; Finocchiari, “La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 
189-193. 
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pilgrimage churches in Rome, received the task of editing and publishing Bosio’s 

manuscript for Roma sotterranea.35  

In the dedicatory letter to Carlo Aldobrandini that prefaces the published edition 

of Roma sotterranea, Severano describes his changes to Bosio’s text as a continuation of 

the author’s intentions. He claims that he had changed the order of chapters in Book I to 

eliminate superfluous material; according to the preface, he had only added subjects to 

the treatise that seemed necessary, particularly the first chapter with its overview of the 

catacombs.36 Severano’s exclusion of “superfluous material,” however, resulted in the 

omission of almost the entirety of Bosio’s Book I and a significant portion of Book II; he 

cut almost thirty percent of Bosio’s whole manuscript in the printed treatise.37 In Books 

II–III, Severano notes that he added some illustrative material and figures cited by the 

author that were lacking in the manuscript, as well as some maps of the catacombs.38 In 

the preface, Severano acknowledges his authorship of Book IV; however, he implies that 

he was following Bosio’s plans for the treatise by asserting that the author had promised 

to write Book IV.39  

Yet Severano greatly understated his alterations to Book I. He eliminated the 

extensive history of early Christian devotional practices and liturgy, which in Bosio’s 

                                                
35 Giovanni Severano, Memorie sacre delle sette chiese di Roma, e di altri luoghi, che si trovano per le 
strade di esse (Rome: Giacomo Mascardi, 1630).  
36 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, letter from Giovanni Severano to Carlo Aldobrandini: “Nel primo libro ho 
mutato l’ordine de’ capitoli, levato dalla material il superfluo, e aggiunto quello che mi è parso necessario: 
particolarmente il primo Capitolo de’ Cimiteri in genere.” See Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto 
vallicelliano G. 31,” 298-302. Bosio’s original manuscript for Book I will be discussed further in the next 
section of this chapter on pages 300-306 below.  
37 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 356.  
38 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, letter from Giovanni Severano to Carlo Aldobrandini: “Si è fatto l’istesso nel 
secondo, e nel terzo libro; ne’ quail hò posto alcune tavole, o figure citate dall’Autore, che mancavano; & 
altre Piante de’ Cimiterii, che hò fatto cavar da poi.” 
39 Ibid., “poiché non solo in quei scritti non vi è il quarto libro promesso dall’Autore…Il quarto l’hò 
aggiunto io medesimo, servendomi in alcune cose d’una sua selva, & in altre di varii Autori, che perciò hò 
veduti.”  
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manuscript provided an essential interpretive framework for the subsequent analysis of 

the catacombs and the early Christian images found at these sites.40 Indeed, comparison 

of the structure and content of Vallicelliana G.31 and Severano’s editorial notations in the 

text allow us to draw further conclusions about Bosio’s original intentions for Roma 

sotterranea and about the nature of Severano’s interventions. The four identifiable 

scribes in MS G. 31 are Antonio Bosio, the posthumous editor Giovanni Severano, and 

their respective copyists.41 MS G. 31 contains both the manuscript of Severano’s Book I, 

which appeared in the published treatise and Bosio’s original Book I on early Christian 

devotional practices and funerary rituals celebrated in the catacombs.42 Bosio’s 

manuscript text of Books II–III contains Severano’s annotations and deletions, allowing 

us to follow the transformation of Bosio’s unfinished treatise into the completed and 

thoroughly recast text that was finally published.  

While, as already noted, most of the text published in Books II–III of Roma 

sotterranea followed Bosio’s text in MS G. 31,43 Severano omitted large sections and 

                                                
40 Ditchfield  “Text before Trowel,” 353-356.  
41 Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 281-311. 
42 MS G. 31 includes multiple systems for marking page numbers, and often several numbers appear on 
individual folio pages. In my research with the manuscript, I found Spigno’s observations on the pagination 
of MS G. 31 to be accurate and the easiest to follow. My references to folio pages for sections of MS G. 31 
are consistent with Spigno’s considerations of the text. Prior to the first numbered folio pages with 
Severano’s text for Book I, MS G. 31 includes introductory materials with each page marked with a roman 
numeral in red ink in the top right corner of the recto of each folio page. The introductory material in the 
MS G. 31 includes a title page (fol. IIr), Severano’s dedication to Cardinal Barberini (fol. IVr-v), 
Severano’s dedication to Carlo Aldobrandini (fol. Vr-v), a note to the reader addressed “al benne lettore” 
(fol. VIr-VIIr), and then three pages marked with Arabic numerals with a table of contents for the 
manuscript. See Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 282-284. For Severano’s 
Book I, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 1-84; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 1-22. See Spigno, “Considerazioni sul 
manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 282-286. For Bosio’s Book I, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 85-237. See 
Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 282-283, 286-287. Because Severano 
excluded Bosio’s Book I from the published edition of Roma sotterranea, this text contains only minimal 
editorial notations. The contents of Bosio’s Book I will be discussed further in the next section of this 
chapter on pages 300-306. 
43 This assessment of Books II-III comes from my own analysis of Vallicelliana MS G. 31 and a 
comparison of Bosio’s text with the published edition of Roma sotterranea. My references to folio pages 
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changed Bosio’s plan for the contents of both books. Bosio’s Book II in MS G. 31 

focuses exclusively on the Vatican cemetery and the tomb of St. Peter. Book III discusses 

all of the other early Christian cemeteries in Rome (Fig. 162).44 To the published edition 

of Book II, Severano added Bosio’s descriptions of the cemeteries on the Via Aurelia, 

Via Cornelia, and Via Portuense, which Bosio had originally planned to occupy the first 

fourteen chapters of Book III.45 Severano cut fifteen of Bosio’s original twenty-three 

chapters on the Vatican cemetery and tomb of St. Peter. 46 Thus, Severano eliminated 

Bosio’s discussions about early Christian devotional practices aimed at venerating the 

apostle’s relics, such as nocturnal vigils and masses performed at the altar above St. 

Peter’s tomb;47 of the many miracles that occurred at the apostle’s tomb;48 and of the 

                                                
for sections of MS G. 31 are consistent with Spigno’s considerations of the text. Spigno, “Considerazioni 
sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 281-311. 
 In MS G. 31, the page numbers given for Books II–III restart with folio 1r as the first page of 
Book II after Bosio’s Book I (fols. 85r-237v). For Bosio’s discussion of Vatican Cemetery and the 
catacombs on Via Aurelia and Via Portuense, which appear in Book II of the published edition of Roma 
sotterranea (pgs. 23-144), see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 1r-283r. For Bosio’s original text for Book III of the 
published edition of Roma sotterranea (145-592), see MS. G. 31, fols. 283r-708v. For a description of 
Severano’s cancellations and other editorial notations in Books II–III of manuscript G. 31, see Spigno, 
“Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 287-298.  
44 Bosio’s original title for Book II was “Nel quale si tratta del Cimiterio Vaticano e del sepolcro del 
Principe degli Apostoli San Pietro.” In MS G. 31, Severano crossed out “e del sepolcro del Principe degli 
Apostoli San Pietro,” and added “e degli altri cemiterii che sono in Via Aurelia, Cornelia e Portuense.” For 
Bosio’s Book II, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 1-178. For Bosio’s Book III, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 221-
708. For a review of Bosio’s original plan for Books II–III of Roma sotterranea and a list of Bosio’s 
chapter titles for these books in MS G. 31 with notes concerning Severano’s interventions and 
cancellations, see Spigno, “Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua biografia,” 280-284. 
45 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 221-283. See Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 290-
291, 308.  
46 For the chapters that Severano omitted from the printed treatise, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 24r-138r; see 
Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 288, 307-308.  
47 Ibid., fols. 40r-49r: “Capitolo Settimo. Delle notturne vigilie, stationi, orationi, messe e divini officii che 
al sacro corpo di Pietro e nel suo altare e confessione anticamente si facevano.”  
48 Ibid., fols. 49r-60v: “Capitolo Ottavo. Di molti Mirabili gratie, benefitii sante e rivelationi havuti da 
fedeli mentre oravano e vigilavano al sepolcro di S. Pietro.”  
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history of pilgrimage to the tomb of St. Peter, particularly in the context of jubilee 

celebrations.49  

In Books II–III Severano omitted many of Bosio’s descriptions of the decoration 

and restoration of churches located near early Christian burial sites in Rome. Some of this 

material had already been covered by Severano in his own Memorie sacre delle sette 

chiese di Roma (Sacred History of the Seven Churches of Rome, 1630); it seemed to the 

editor that there was no reason to go over the subject again in this book.50 Severano, 

however, also excluded details about the wealth amassed at St. Peter’s tomb, including 

the ornaments and lamps placed at the apostle’s tomb and the generous donations given 

to the Church, which Bosio described as acts of piety.51 Bosio’s account of the many 

donations presented at St. Peter’s tomb had illustrated the devotional significance of 

adorning sacred tombs, which for Bosio furnished a precedent for the frescoes and other 

adornments found in the Roman catacombs. Severano’s decision to omit the discussion of 

the wealth amassed at St. Peter’s tomb may have been due to fears that it would provoke 

criticism from Protestants.52 In Book III, Severano omitted Bosio’s description of the 

church of S. Paolo fuori le Mura. The editor canceled other brief descriptions of the 

restoration of other pilgrimage churches, such S. Lorenzo and S. Agnese, apparently 
                                                
49 Ibid., fols. 72r-94r: “Capitolo Decimo: Della peregrinatione al Sepolcro di S. Pietro e di molti Santi e 
divoti Christiani che pigliorno della perigrinatione, dell’Anno del Giubileo e d’altre cosi notabili in quel 
proposito.” 
50 Severano, Memorie sacre delle sette chiese. In a letter to Giacomo Crescenzi dated 28 February 1629, 
Bosio had agreed to remove some of the material from Roma sotterranea that would appear in Severano’s 
treatise on the seven churches. Bosio, however, did not complete this task prior to his death on 7 September 
of that year. For Bosio’s letter to Crescenzi from 1629, see BVR, MS. G. 20, fol. 221r; cited in Finocchiaro, 
“La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 191; Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 355-356; 
Herklotz, “Antonio Bosio e Giovanni Severano,” 234-236.  
51 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 28r-32r: “Capitolo Quinto. Di molti e diversi ornamenti e doni fatti da’ Sommi 
Pontefici è Principi Christiani al Sacro sepolcro Confessione et Altare di S. Pietro e suoi luminarii.” Ibid., 
fols. 32v-40r: “Capitolo Sesto. Delli Cubicularii, Custodi et Altarii dell’Altar di S. Pietro e delle oblationi 
che si facevano a detto Altare e sua sacra Confessione e loro distributione.” 
52 Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 191; Ditchfield, “Text before 
Trowel,” 356.  
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because he considered them either repetitions, or problematic allusions to the Church’s 

wealth and spending on art and buildings.53  

Severano’s additions and interventions in the first three books of Roma 

sotterranea significantly diminished Bosio’s consideration of the history of early 

Christian liturgy and devotional practices in the Roman catacombs. His excision of major 

parts of Bosio’s text that had been devoted to the argument that the catacombs functioned 

as a space for devotion to the cult of martyrs in the church’s earliest years deprived the 

illustrations of the early Christian images and antiquities of their original polemical role 

within the structure of the treatise. In Bosio’s original conception of Roma sotterranea, 

images and texts together would have proven the liturgical use of the catacombs and the 

early Christian origins of the cult of images. 

 

THE CATACOMBS AS DEVOTIONAL SPACE: BOSIO’S BOOK I IN MS G. 31  

A close reading of Bosio’s Book I in MS G. 31 clarifies how his argument for the 

early Christian origins of Catholic funerary rites and devotional practices functioned. 

Bosio’s unpublished text contains thirteen chapters in total. It details the many ritual 

practices of the early Church of caring for the infirm, dying, and persecuted members of 

its community.54 He was convinced of the contemporary relevance of early Christian 

devotional practices. Bosio believed that the liturgical practices of the early Church were 

essentially the same as those celebrated by the post-Tridentine Church and Roma 

sotteranea meant to prove it.55  

                                                
53 For Bosio’s description of the burial area of S. Paolo fuori le Mura, see BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 293v-
316v; for San Lorenzo, ibid., fol. 423r-v; and for S. Agnese, see ibid., fols. 562v-563r.  
54 For a list of chapter titles to Bosio’s Book I, see Spigno, “Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua 
biografia,” 278-279. Ditchfield also reviewed the contents of Bosio’s Book I. Ditchfield, “Text before 
Trowel,” 354.  
55 Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 354-355. 
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In his preface to Book I, Bosio asserts that his focus is the ceremonies of the 

ancient church; he will ignore the profane rites of the Gentiles or pagans. However, he 

acknowledges that pagan traditions had been incorporated and supplanted in the 

development of the Christian liturgy. 56 It may well be that Bosio’s understanding of the 

complex relationship between Rome’s ancient pagan traditions and the development of 

Christian rituals contributed to Severano’s decision to omit this part of the original 

manuscript. Protestant polemicists might use the pagan origins of early Christian ritual to 

challenge the Catholic liturgical tradition.57  

By recounting how the early Church responded to the suffering of the living and 

prepared the Christian’s body and soul for death, Bosio’s Book I of Roma sotterranea 

highlighted the ritual function of Rome’s catacombs. The first chapter describes the early 

Christians’ custom of celebrating the Mass with the sick or those awaiting martyrdom.58 

In his conclusion to that chapter, Bosio asserts that the ancient practice of visiting the sick 

                                                
56 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 85r-86r: “Dovendo noi trattare de sacri cimiteri e sepolchri de’ Santi Martiri, et 
antichi cristiani che si ritrovano in Roma e fuori di quella in diversi circonvicini suburbii; ci pare 
conveniente prima con brevità esporre i riti e le cerimonie usate fin dalla nascente Chiesa tanto poco avanti 
che si rendesse l’anima al Creatore quanto dopo intorno à i corpi de’ defonti prima, e dopo la sepoltura 
loro, e della qualità de’ loro sepolchri e Cemiterii in genere: e però questo libro comprenderà tutte le 
sudette cose appartenenti a’ riti funerarii e sepolchrali universalmente degli antichi Christiani, essendo lo 
scopo principale nostro di toccare solo le cerimonie Ecclesiastiche tralasciando le profane de Gentili, de’ 
quali molti ne hanno copiosamente scritto. Ben è vero che molte volte ci valeremo di autorità di etnici 
scrittori dove trovaremo esser conformi con i nostri riti. Percioché in quei tempi della primitiva Chiesa 
come che i Christiani erano ancor novelle piante ritenevano tuttavia qualche proprietà del loro antico nativo 
suolo della gentilità, della quale erano frescamente state traspiantate.” Transcribed in Finocchiaro, “La 
Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 192-193; cited in Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 
354.  
57 In his preface of to Book I, Bosio quotes Pope Gregory the Great’s letter to Mellitus, which 
recommended that pagan customs be integrated into and replaced by Christian rites and celebrations. BVR, 
fol. 85v: “E quindi è che molti riti de’ gentili che non erano repugnanti alla fede e religion nostra furono 
seguitati di osservarsi da’ novelli Christiani et altri da Santi Apostoli e sommi Pontefici et altri Padri della 
Chiesa convertiti e trasferiti in usi ecclesiastici con pia religione e misteriosi sensi assai diversi e del tutto 
contrarii alle superstitiose gentilità.” Transcribed in Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e la Congregazione 
dell’Oratorio,” 192-193; cited in Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 355.  
58 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 86r-87v: “De Visitatione Episcopi seu Sacerdotis ad Infirmos vel Martirium 
subituros. De Missis et oblationibus pro eisdem.” In Book I, Bosio give the titles of his chapters in Latin 
and the text is in Italian.  
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continued in the Roman Ritual that had been commissioned and reformed under Pope 

Paul V.59 Bosio’s second chapter describes the last wills and other arrangements that the 

holy martyrs and Christians made before their deaths.60  Chapters Three to Seven have a 

liturgical focus; they address the last rites performed for the dying or those awaiting 

martyrdom. Chapter Three discusses the ancient custom of performing the Sacrament of 

Confession before facing death, which Bosio connects to the Council of Trent’s decree 

upholding the sacrament.61 In Chapter Four, Bosio describes the viaticum, the Eucharist 

given to the dying as part of the last rites.62 Chapter Five is devoted to the Sacrament of 

Extreme Unction, the practice of anointing the sick and dying with oil.63 Bosio 

emphatically refutes the heretics’ rejection of extreme unction, citing the Council of 

Trent’s decree upholding the sacrament.64 He repeats the Council’s assertions that the 

Gospel of Mark alluded to the practice and that the Apostle James recommended the 

practice for the early Church.65 Chapters Six and Seven describe particular psalms, 

hymns, and rituals performed for the sick and dying and other religious duties.66  

Bosio’s final chapters in Book I focus in particular on the funerary rituals for 

martyrs and the preparation of their bodies for burial. Chapter Eight describes the psalms 

                                                
59 Ibid., fol. 87v. Manlio Sodi and Juan Javier Flores Arcas, and Achille M. Triacca eds., Rituale 
Romanum. Editio princeps (1614). (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2004). See pages 69-75 in 
Chapter Two above for a discussion of the post-Tridentine revision of liturgical books.   
60 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 87v-91v: “De Testamentis, alijsque dispositionibus quae a Sanctis Martyribus et 
Veteribus Christianis ante agonem, vel mortem decernebamur” 
61 Ibid., fols. 91v-95r: “De sacramentali confessione Veterum Christianorum in mortis anticulo.” 
62 Ibid., fols. 95v-103r: “De Viatico, seu Sanctissimae Eucaristiae Sacramento, quod a Martyrium vel 
mortem obituris devoti sumi consuevit.”   
63 Ibid., fols. 103r-108r: “De Oleo Sancto Infirmorum et extremae unctionis sacramento.”  
64 On the Council’s decrees affirming the Sacrament of Extreme Unction, see pages 59-60 in Chapter Two 
above.  
65 Ibid., fols. 103v-104v. The Council of Trent addressed the Sacrament of Extreme Unction in the 
fourteenth session of the Council, which Bosio cites in the marginalia of text discussing this issue.  
66 Ibid., fols. 108r-121v: “De commendatione Animae Missis, psalmis, hymnis, precibus et ritibus 
quibusdam in exitu mortuorum adhibitis”; ibid., fols. 122r-127v: “De Coemeteris pietatis officijs quae 
morituris exhiberi consueverunt.” 
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and prayers that the early Christians said to commend the spirit of a newly deceased 

person to God; Bosio recounts how members of the ancient church washed, anointed, and 

clothed the bodies of the dead in preparation for burial.67 In Chapter Nine, he discusses 

funerary rituals and burial practices.68 In Chapter Ten, he describes several processions 

honoring the translation of martyrs’ bodies to their tombs in the Roman catacombs or 

their translation to church altars; he discusses the many miracles associated with these 

events.69  Chapter Eleven describes the tombs of the martyrs and early Christians; this 

chapter provides an introduction for Bosio’s more detailed study of Rome’s early 

Christian catacombs in Books II–III.70 He describes features that often distinguished 

martyrs’ graves in the catacombs, such as gold and gems adorning the tombs, pots or 

linen rags containing the saint’s blood, and the instruments of their martyrdom as 

memorials of their passion.71 Building upon this discussion of the piety expressed 

through the appearance of the martyrs’ tombs, Chapter Twelve elaborates on the 

struggles that the persecuted Church faced to recover the bodies of the martyrs and 

provide a proper burial for them.72 Finally, Chapter Thirteen describes the vigils and 

                                                
67 Ibid., fols. 127v-151v: “De Psalmis et orationibus dici solitis post efflatum spiritum de Campanarum 
sonitu, de mortui corporis ablutione, unctione, vestitu compositione. De Vigilijs et excubijs, alijsque ritibus 
ante elationem ad sepulchrum.” 
68 Ibid., fols. 152r-v: “De SS. Martyrum, et Veterum Christianorum Corporum elatione ad Coemeteria et 
Ecclesias de comitatu facibus psalmis, Missis, Vigilijs et excubijs alijsque funerarijs ritibus in ipsa 
depositione.” The majority of this chapter is missing from MS G. 31. A note that was most likely written by 
Severano appears on the verso of folio 152 and records that the manuscript is missing a quinternetto, a set 
of five folio sheets folded in two and inserted in the codex to form 20 pages. BVR, MS. G. 31, fol. 152v: 
“Manca un quinternetto che non si è trovato all’originale.” See Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto 
vallicelliano G. 31,” 302; Spigno, “Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua biografia,” 279.     
69 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 154r-160r. The title of this chapter was in the missing quinternetto. See Spigno, 
“Della Roma sotterranea del Bosio e della sua biografia,” 279.     
70 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 160v–173r: “De SS. Martyrum et Veterum Christianorum in sepulchris, et 
monumentis corporum depositione,  deque nonnullis quae una cum illis condi consueverunt.”   
71 Ibid., fol. 167v. 
72 Ibid., fols. 173r-209r: “De sedula apud Veteres Patres sepulturae cura, de solerti Christianorum studio in 
Sanctorum Martyrum Corporibus perquirendis et sepeliendis, ac de nonnullis Viris et foeminis, quae in hoc 
pietatis munere se insignes precipue reddiderunt.” 
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masses performed for the dead in the days following a burial and on the anniversary of a 

martyr’s death.73 Bosio’s history of Christian burial practices and funerary rituals focused 

on how members of the ancient Church honored the sanctity of the martyrs’ bodies and 

relics. This was the backdrop against which his treatise on the Roman catacombs was 

originally intended to be viewed, before Severano changed the structure of the book. 

Although Severano replaced Bosio’s Book I, the frontispiece of the published 

edition of Roma sotterranea reflects the original author’s understanding of the catacombs 

as ritual sites and valuable sources for the history of early Christian devotional practices 

(Fig. 12).74 The classically designed architectural frame for the frontispiece, three central 

bays with an attic, seems to be modeled after the architecture of the papal wall tombs in 

the Cappella Sistina in S. Maria Maggiore.75 Three scenes in the central bays of the 

architectural frame depict the act of burial. To the left, a man emerges from a tunnel into 

a dark corridor in the catacombs, guided only by torchlight. The middle scene shows a 

group of mourners carrying two dead bodies wrapped in burial shrouds in an elaborately 

painted cubiculum. On the right, a group of mourners are placing a body into a loculus in 

the wall of the catacombs. While the design for the frontispiece has been attributed to 

Pietro da Cortona, it is unclear whether or not Bosio, or Severano, or any of the other 

individuals who contributed to the publication of Roma sotterranea, such as Carlo 

Aldobrandini and Cassiano dal Pozzo, also advised on this iconographic program.76 

                                                
73 Ibid., fols. 209v-237v: “De Exequijs, et numero dierum Exequiarum, de tertia septima nona trigesima et 
quadragesima die. De annua Defunctorum commemoratione, et anniversarijs diebus. De Missis, precibus, 
oblationibus, et elimosynis pro eorum requie et redemptione.” 
74 Although the book was not published until 1635, the frontispiece is dated 1632, and the design has been 
attributed to Pietro da Cortona. Jörg Martin Merz, “Pietro da Cortona und Das Frontispiz zu Antonio 
Bosios “Roma sotterranea,”’ Marburger Jahrbuch für Kunstwissenschaft 30 (2003): 229-244. See pages 
23-28 in the Introduction above for a more detailed analysis of the imagery on the frontispiece of Roma 
sotterranea.  
75 Ibid., 235-236.  
76 Ibid., 229-244. 
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Severano’s dedications prefacing the publication of Roma sotterranea do not mention the 

frontispiece.77 The frontispiece is dated 1632, which was after Bosio’s death, and there is 

no evidence connecting Bosio to this commission or the iconographic program for the 

print. However, the prominent depiction of scenes of early Christian burial practices on 

the frontispiece of Roma sotterranea corresponds to the central role that early Christian 

ritual had played in Bosio’s original manuscript for the book, even though, as discussed 

above, that emphasis was largely removed from the text after Severano’s reworking.  

Severano acknowledged the role of Bosio’s collection of prints for defending the 

early Christian origins of the use of sacred images. In his note to the reader prefacing the 

published edition of Roma sotterranea, Severano praises Bosio’s doctrine and erudition 

as it was expressed through his scholarship and exploration of the catacombs;78 Bosio’s 

studies of sacred art in the catacombs, he says, are a means of refuting the Protestant 

heretics and iconoclasts. Using militant and triumphal language, Severano draws an 

explicit parallel between the Protestant iconoclasts of his own day and the persecutors of 

the early Christians:  
 
The very images and pictures that portray the early Church from life: 
theaters and circuses where the true and holy gladiators of Christ trained 
and prepared themselves so as to gain victory and the eternal crown; 
arsenals, where they armed themselves for combat against the heretics and 
particularly against the iconoclasts who condemn sacred images which 
abound in the catacombs.79  

                                                
77 Ibid., 229.  
78 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, no page number. “Questo mancamento fu motivo ad Antonio Bosio 
Antiquario insigne, e famoso per la sua dottrina e universal' eruditione, di applicarsi insino dalla sua 
gioventu a discopirle al Mondo; cominciando all'hora, e continuando poi gran parte degli anni suoi a 
cercare i luoghi sotteranei fuori le mura di Roma per troav' i Cimiterii, che vi sono.” Severano’s text for the 
note to the reader in Roma sotterranea also appears in the introductory material in manuscript G. 31. BVR, 
MS. G. 31, vi-vii. The title “AL BENIGNO LETTORE” appears at the top of the page in the published 
edition of Roma sotterranea after the dedicatory pages and is unnumbered.  
79 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, no page number: “Idee veramente, & Imagini, che rappresentano al vivo la 
nascente Chiesa: Teatri, e Cerchi Agonali, dove i veri, e santi gladiatori Christiani si sono preparati, & 
esercitati per acquistare i premi, e le corone eterne: Arsenali, donde si pigliano le armi da combattere contra 
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Severano describes sacred art in the catacombs a source of instruction. In the catacombs, 

the persecuted Christians “trained and prepared themselves so as to gain victory and the 

eternal crown.” Again, the themes of suffering and triumph, which had been visualized in 

Baronio’s program at SS. Nereo e Achilleo, feature prominently in a description of the 

catacombs;80 repeatedly, these burial sites of the early Church stimulate imaginative 

visions of both the physical and eternal consequences of martyrdom.81 Severano’s 

description alludes to parallels between the post-Tridentine Church and the early 

Christians who surround themselves with sacred images as they arm “themselves for 

combat against the heretics and particularly against the iconoclasts”; conversely, the late 

antique heretics and iconoclasts would evoke Protestants scrapping images away from 

churches and persecuting Catholic missionaries.82  Severano’s views on the use of sacred 

art by the early Church supported Catholic teachings on the cult of images and its 

connections to the cult of martyrs; this argument Severano espoused just as vigorously as 

Bosio had done.  

 

BOSIO AS COLLECTOR OF SACRED ART AND VISUAL SOURCES  

As Bosio intentioned, the published edition of Roma sotterranea includes 

approximately two hundred full-page illustrations in Books II–III devoted to the 

individual catacomb sites in Rome. Copies of catacomb inscriptions and other Christian 

antiquities are also inserted in the body of the text. Bosio had formed a collection of 

                                                
gli Eretici e particularmente contra gl’ Iconoclasti, impugnatori delle sacre imagini, delle quali sono ripieni 
i cimiteri.” Cited and translated in Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 351-352.  
80 On Baronio’s restoration of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see Chapter Six above.  
81 For other descriptions of the catacombs describing these burial sites as places that imaginatively 
embodied the suffering and triumph of the martyrs, see pages 14-15 in the Introduction; pages 107-136 in 
Chapter Three, and pages 150-161 in Chapter Four above.  
82 On Protestant iconoclasm and image theology, see Chapter One above. Gregory Martin also compares 
Protestant heretics to late antique heresies in Roma Sancta; see pages 130-131 in Chapter Three above.  
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drawings copying the inscriptions, frescoes, and sarcophagi in the catacombs; he 

commissioned engravings after this collection of almost two hundred drawings to use as 

illustrations in Roma sotterranea. Although Severano added some archeological plans 

and images to the treatise, the majority of illustrations in the printed Roma sotterranea 

were from Bosio’s collection.83  

Many of the images Bosio reproduced in Roma sotterranea were drawings he had 

acquired from the collections formed by Alfonso Chacón and Philips van Winghe in the 

late sixteenth century.84 Bosio particularly relied upon Chacón’s and Van Winghe’s 

materials on the catacombs discovered on Via Salaria, since the entrance to this site had 

collapsed in 1592, before Bosio began his research.85 Bosio also commissioned artists to 

accompany him during his explorations in the catacombs and draw copies of the frescoes 

that he discovered himself.86  

                                                
83 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 46-73; Valeri, Cenni biografici di Antonio 
Bosio, 37-42; Reto Niggl, Giacomo Grimaldi (1568-1623) Leben und Werke eines römischen Archäologen 
und Historikers (Munich: R. Rodenbusch, 1971), 158, 212-3; Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian 
Tradition,” 32-33; Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts Römische 
Forschungen der Bibliotheca Hertziana 28 (Munich: Hirmer, 1999), 24, 29;   
84 Vallicelliana MS G. 6 contains some of Bosio’s copies of drawing from the collections of Alfonso 
Chacón and Philips van Winghe as well as works commissioned by Bosio. See John Osborne and Amanda 
Claridge, eds., Early Christian and Medieval Antiquities, The Paper Museum of Cassiano Dal Pozzo, Series 
A: Antiquities and Architecture, Part. II (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1996), vol. 2, 65-68. For 
further discussion of the collections formed by Alfonso Chacón and Philips van Winghe and their 
interpretations of early Christian images in the catacombs, see Chapter Four above.  
85 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 511-513. Copies of Philips van Winghe’s drawings of paintings discovered in 
the catacombs on Via Salaria are held in Bosio’s collection of drawings MS G. 6. Vallicelliana. BVR, MS. 
G. 6, fols. 10r-12r. 
86 In his introduction to Hagioglypta, L’Heureux notes Bosio’s additions to the collections of drawings 
from the catacombs formed by Chacón and van Winghe. Jean L’Heureux, Hagioglypta sive Picturae et 
Sculpturae Sacrae Antiquiores, Praesertim quae Romae Reperiuntur Explicatae, ed. Raffaele Garrucci 
(Paris: J. A. Toulouse, 1856), 4: “Successit deinde Antonius Bosius et nobilis et doctus juvenis romanus, 
egregiis moribus, mihi amicissimus, qui, imaginum sacrarum ductus amore, coemeteria adiit, et, adscito 
pictore, delineari curavit, et idem in sarcophagis, quoscumque ab amicis, inter quos et ego fui, potuit scire 
esse, praestitit, et qua licuit diligentia fideque sigula contulit in librum depicta.” See Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 46. On L’Heureux’s Hagioglypta and his interpretation of 
early Christian iconography in the catacombs, see pages 176-182 in Chapter Four above.  
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Giovanni Angelo Santini, Toccafondo, is one of the few identifiable individuals 

who accompanied Bosio on his explorations.87 Graffiti discovered in the catacombs of St. 

Callixtus in the nineteenth century record the presence of Bosio and Toccafondo at the 

site. Their signatures are in the “Cripta delle pecorelle” in the catacombs of St. Callixtus: 

IO. ANGELUS TOCCAFONDUS PINXIT DIE 18 IUNII 1596 ANT. BOSIUS FECIT. 

(Giovanni Angelo Toccafondo painted on 18 June 1596. Antonio Bosio made [the 

graffito]).88 It is known that Toccafondo also visited and drew in the catacombs of St. 

Domitilla, St. Valentine, and St. Pontian.89 Some of Toccafondo’s drawings of the 

catacombs of St. Domitilla survive in Vallicelliana MS G. 6; engravings after some of 

these drawings were included in the published edition of Roma sotterranea (Figs. 163–

164).90 Toccafondo’s skill and accuracy as a draftsman has been severely criticized.91 As 

we have seen, his drawing of a female saint martyred by fire (Fig. 156) is notable for its 

apparent misinterpretation of the iconography of the original image; however, in looking 

                                                
87 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48-54; Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo 
santo,” 94-121. 
88 Rossi, La Roma sotterranea cristiana, vol. 3 (Rome: 1869), 71; Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und 
ihre alten Copien, 48; Aldo Nestori, Repertorio topografico delle pitture delle catacombe romane, Roma 
sotterranea 5 (Vatican City: Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 1993), 109, num. 45; Ghilardi, 
“Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 99.  
89 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48. 
90 BVR, MS. G. 6; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 263-273; see Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 113-
114.  
91 Wilpert gives a particularly scathing review of Toccafondo’s drawings; he asserts that Toccafondo was 
“neither a copyist nor an illustrator.” He observes the generic and arbitrary way in which he copied 
common figures in the catacombs such as the Good Shepherd or Orant figures. Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48: “Toccafondo war weder Copist noch Zeichner. Seine 
Gestalten sind hölzern und unbeholfen; sie haben fast immer zu dicke Beine und eine schlaffe 
Körperhaltung. Die Gesichter sind gewöhnlich ausdruckslos und bei den bärtigen Figuren gealtert und 
abgehärmt, bei den bartlosen kugelrund; manche Figuren, wie die des guten Hirten und der Oranten, 
werden stereotyp und kehren bis zum Üeberdruss bei den verschiedensten Monumenten in der gleichen 
Form wieder. Mit seiner Unfähigkeit verband er ein ungewöhnliches Mass von Willkür: nach Belieben 
brachte er Bärte an, kürtze oder verlängerte er die Kleider, gab nackten Figuren Gewänder und entkleidete 
angezogene; nach Belieben änderte er die Reihenfolge der Scenen, liess ganze Gruppen oder wichtige 
Bestandtheile derselben aus und führte neue ein, wodurch bisweilen jede Ähnlichkeit der Copie mit dem 
Original verloren ging.” 
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at his work we should bear in mind that much of it was done underground, in dark, damp, 

inaccessible places — hardly ideal conditions for an artist to work. At any rate, his crude 

and anatomically amateurish drawings apparently succeeded in fulfilling his patron’s 

requirements, whose primary significance to Bosio was iconographic and documentary.92  

Although Toccafondo received papal permissions to visit the catacombs to draw 

early Christian images and antiquities, he used his access to these sacred burial sites to 

work as a guide and broker for patrons seeking relics.93 Massimiliano Ghilardi has 

described Toccafondo as a “merchant of bones disguised as a painter”;94 he identified 

Toccafondo as the “Grottista,” a capricious painter who helped the Milanese merchant 

Giovanni Giacomo Castoldi navigate the catacombs of St. Lawrence in his search for 

relics.95 A seventeenth-century biography of Carlo Bascapè, the Bishop of Novara, 

describes how Toccafondo guided Giovanni Batista Cavagna, a relic hunter, and 

Flaminio Casella, a priest from Novara, through the catacombs of St. Lawrence and St. 

Sebastian.96 Toccafondo helped Cavagna and Casella identify relics, which they 

excavated and translated to churches in their hometown.97  
                                                
92 Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, 48-80; Haskell, History and Its Images, 107; 
Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 111-114.  
93 Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 94-121.  
94 Ibid., 112. 
95 Ibid., 94-96. Gerolamo Bennardini recorded Castoldo’s activities searching for relics in Il Sacro Tesoro 
delle sante Reliquie di Roma e di Colonia Agrippina concesse dalla Santità di Papa Clemente VIII alla 
città di Milano et sua Diocesi, ad istanza et per opera di Gio. Jacomo Castoldo suo cittadino, con la 
descrittione delle grotte et cimiterij romani, qualità, quantità, vita e morte d’alcuni di essi Santi et alquanti 
sermoni sopra il loro martirio. Con la generale translatione di essi Santi fatta l’anno MDCIX dall’Illmo et 
Revmo sig.r Cardinale Federico Borromeo Arcivescovo et Rev.mi Vescovi nel Concilio settimo provinciale, 
raccolto et de- scritto da Gierolamo Bennardini. Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan (BAM), MSS. G. 116 inf. 
and G. 117 inf.; cited in Gianvittorio Signorotto, “Cercatori di reliquie,” Rivista di storia e letteratura 
religiosa 21 (1985): 383-418. 
96 Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 97-98; citing Innocenzo Chiesa, Vita del R.mo. Mons. D. 
Carlo Bascape, vescovo di Novara (Milan: Filippo Ghisolfi, 1636), 375-378: “Ma ritornato a Roma il 
Cavagna, più altre reliquie assai, e più segnalate delle prime di gran lunga, si diede a raccogliere, toltosi in 
quella impresa per compagno Flaminio Casella, prete novarese, il quale, lasciato l’ufficio che teneva di 
scrittore apostolico, tocco da spirito, impetrati gli ordini sacri e datosi al servizio di Dio, disegnava con quei 
celesti pegni ritornar alla patria, e quivi ai cenni di Carlo darsi tutto ad opere di pietà e del divin servizio. 



 310 

One of Toccafondo’s most significant contributions to the search for relics in the 

catacombs was his discovery of the body of the papal saint and martyr Anicetus.98 

Toccafondo presented the relics of St. Anicetus to Pope Clement VIII, who donated them 

to Duke Giovanni Angelo Altemps for his palace chapel.  

The early seventeenth-century decorative program for Altemps’s palace chapel, 

the Church of the Blessed Virgin of Clemency and of St. Anicetus, commemorated the 

discovery and translation of the martyr’s relics; it included imagery of St. Anicetus’s 

bodily suffering and triumph. As we have seen in Severano’s preface to Roma 

sotterranea and numerous other sixteenth-century descriptions, early modern Catholics 

                                                
Concorrevano ambedue alle spese che lor conveniva di fare in presentare alcuna persona lor favorevole, in 
farle cercare, in condur notai, in guernimenti e lumi, e altri abbellimenti per tenerle il più ch’essi potessero 
decentemente, e infine condurle per lunga strada al paese loro. Si servirono essi principalmente dell’opera 
di Giovanni Angelo Santini, dipintore romano, il quale, ottenuta facoltà dal pontefice di disegnare i cimiteri 
sotterranei di Roma, fu in estremo curioso di penetrare e vedere ciascuna grotta e ripostiglio di quelli, e con 
questo si condusse a parti rimotissime, ove nessuno da gran tempo addietro non aveva animo di arrivare, 
poiché bisognava alcuna volta per certe rotture e luoghi angusti e stretti strisciarvisi, e faticarsi in modo che 
poi gli era necessario starsene più giorni in letto. Aveva oltre a ciò il pittore pratica di certi cavi o fosse di 
pozzolana, per le quali agevolmente si calava dentro le grotte, aprendo egli poi altrui le porte. Per questa 
via venne il Cavagna a trar gran quantità di reliquie, e vi trovò i nomi dei santi, e i segni dei martirii, il che 
non avviene a chi non penetra tant’oltre, contenti di appigliarsi a quelle poche ed incerte che trovano vicino 
all’entrata. Dalle grotte dunque, specialmente di San Lorenzo e San Sebastiano, cavarono molti corpi e gran 
numero di segnalate reliquie di santi martiri. Dico corpi, benché buona parte dell’ossa vi fossero 
dall’antichità e dall’acque che vi penetravano consumate, onde estratti da quelle sacre tombe, era di 
mestiero farle seccare. I sepolcri nei luoghi più ampli erano scavati nei lati delle catacombe, nella 
medesima rena o pozzolana, divenuta dura poco men della pietra, alti dal suolo intorno a due braccia, e di 
lunghezza poco meno di un corpo umano, e di proporzionata larghezza e altezza, chiusi con pezzi di pietra 
o mattoni uniti con calce, nella quale, mentre era ancora fresca, con alcuno stilo avevano grossamente 
scritti i loro nomi e incise una o più palme, e una o più fiere, come di orsi, o leoni, dai quali erano sbranati. 
Delle ossa dunque di questi corpi il Cavagna e il Casella riempiute sei casse o cofani, con quelli a Novara 
s’inviarono, e ai 18 di maggio l’anno 1603 giunsero alla chiesa di San Martino, detto del Basto, alla costa 
del Tesino.”  
97 Doubts regarding the authenticity of the relics, however, led to the arrest of Cavagna. Bishop Bascapè 
advocated for Cavagna and referred to Toccafondo’s participation in the excavation of the relics as support 
for their authenticity. See Lellia Cracco Ruggini and Giorgio Cracco, ‘“Cercatori di reliquie’ e parrocchia 
nell’Italia del Seicento: un caso significativo,” in Religione cultura e politica nell’Europa dell’età 
moderna: Studi offerti a Mario Rosa dagli amici, ed. Carlo Ossola, Marcello Verga, and Maria Antonietta 
Visceglia (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 2003), 139-159; Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 98-99; 
Herklotz, “Antonio Bosio und Carlo Bascapè, 93-104. 
98 Ghillardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 100. 
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connected these themes to the catacombs.99 Construction for Altemps’s palace chapel 

began in 1603 and was completed in 1618; he commissioned Antonio Circignani to paint 

the ceiling and side walls of the chapel between 1619 and 1622. 100 Antonio Circignani’s 

frescoes on the left side of the chapel depict Christ carrying his cross, St. Anicetus 

flanked by his persecutors and awaiting his martyrdom, and a woman collecting the blood 

of St. Anicetus’s decapitated body with a sponge (Fig. 165); this series of narrative 

scenes identifies the martyrdom of St. Anicetus as an imitation of Christ’s crucifixion. 

The right wall contains two windows facing the loggia of the palace and only one painted 

panel depicting the arrest of St. Anicetus (Fig. 166). In the cornice and ceiling of the 

chapel, Circignani painted scenes of putti triumphantly carrying instruments of 

martyrdom and palms of martyrdom framing a scene of St. Anicetus in glory (Fig. 167). 

Similar to the artistic programs at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo, the 

decoration of Altemps’s palace chapel included imagery of martyrs imitating Christ’s 

crucifixion, early Christian persecutions, the piety of the early Christians who collect the 

blood and relics of the martyrs, instruments of martyrdom as emblems of triumph, and 

the eternal glory of the martyrs;101 this emotive form of martyrdom imagery 

imaginatively recreated what early modern Catholics envisioned early Christian worship 

in the catacombs would have been like.  

                                                
99 For Severano’s description of the catacombs as places where the martyrs prepared for persecution and 
victory, see page 305 above. For other late sixteenth-century and early seventeenth-century descriptions of 
the catacombs that discuss the martyrs’ suffering and triumph, see pages 107-136 in Chapter Three and 
pages 150-161 in Chapter Four.  
100 On the construction and decoration of Giovanni Angelo Altemps’s palace chapel, see Francesco 
Scoppola, and Stella Diana Vordemann, Palazzo Altemps: Museo Nazionale Romano (Milan: Electa, 1997), 
132-155, figs. 153-175; Matilde De Angelis d’Ossat and Francesco Scoppola, La contesta de’numi: Nelle 
collezioni di scultura antica a Palazzo Altemps (Rome: Edizioni dell'elefante, 1997), 225-244.  
101 On the martyrdom imagery at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo, see Chapters Five and Six 
above.  
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In commemoration of the translation of St. Anicetus’s relics to his palace chapel, 

Altemps wrote a life of the saint, in which he credited Toccafondo with the discovery.102 

Toccafondo’s permission to draw in the catacombs gave him access to sites that the 

papacy strictly monitored.103 Toccafondo’s activities excavating tombs in the catacombs 

and his reputation as an authenticator of relics indicates that his work studying and 

drawing early Christian frescoes and antiquities may have aided his lucrative work as a 

“merchant of bones.”104  

As early as 1610, Bosio’s collection of drawings and prints of the Roman 

catacombs and Christian antiquities had become well known among scholars and 

antiquarians.105 Sometime earlier Bosio had commissioned the engraver Francesco 

Fulcaro, assisted by his relative Sebastiano, to create prints after his collection of 

drawings to include in Roma sotterranea.106 In a letter to Federico Borromeo dated 22 
                                                
102 Giovanni Angelo Altemps, Vita Sancti Aniceti Papae, et Martyris cum Rebus Memorabilibus, quae eo 
Pontifice in Ecclesia Sedente Acciderunt (Rome: Iacobi Mascardi, 1617), 116-117: “Cum requieuisset eius 
corpus in coemeterio Callixti 1429. annos, piae record[ationis]. Clemens VIII. Pontifex Maximus, zelo & 
pietate motus, curauit exhumari, vt decenti in loco collocarentur, maiorique; deuotione à viris coli possent; 
& vt pluribus petentibus satisfaceret, fecit vt diligenter inquireretur in eodem coemeterio Callixti: & tandem 
reperta sunt quadraginta quatuor corpora Sanctorum Martyrum, quae quidem exhumata fuere à quodam 
Pictore, nuncupato Ioanne Angelo, vulgariter nominato, Toccafondo: & sciendum hunc virum in 
huiuscemodi coemeteria, & cryptas descendendi, corporaque; illic existentia indagandi fuisse peritissimus. 
Haec Sanctorum Martyrum corpora in Palatij Apostolici sacrarium delata fuere, & inde distributa pluribus 
reuerenter expetentibus, ac inter ceteros alios, Ego humiliter petij Aniceti corpus, quod notum mihi erat 
inter ea esse, atque eo maior illud habendi desiderium me tenuit, quia in officio diuino fit de eo 
commemoratio, ac in Pontificia dignitate se optime gessit. Praedictus verò felicis recordationis Clemens 
VIII. amoris ergò petitionibus meis benignè annuens, corpus S. Aniceti Papae, & martyris mihi concessit, 
quod 28. die Octobris 1604. à Reuerendissimo D. Angelo Rocca Augustiniano, Tagastae Episcopo, 
eiusdem sanctissimi Sacrarij Praefecto mihi allatum, in Confessione electis marmoribus contexta; Sacello 
in meis aedibus à fundamentis ad hoc erecto, in thecis argentea, cupressina, & plumbea, ac in labrum flaui 
marmoris, olim Alexandri Seueri Imperatoris sepulchrum, via Appia, tertio ab Vrbe lapide repertum, hoc 
addito monumento piè reponi iussi.” 
103 On the papacy’s regulation of Rome’s early Christian catacombs and the relics trade, see  
Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History in Tridentine Italy: Pietro Maria Campi and the Preservation of 
the Particular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 86-88.  
104 Ghilardi, “Dall’inventio del corpo santo,” 112. 
105 Finocchiaro, “Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 186.  
106 Ibid., 186, 196 n. 19 and 20. Francesco Fulcaro signed the engravings in Roma sotterranea on pages 69, 
73, and 77. Sebastiano Fulcaro signed his scene of the burial of St. Peter on page 29; he included his 
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October 1610, Marco Valser mentioned that he had seen some engravings that Antonio 

Bosio had printed for Roma sotterranea, commenting that this collection would be to the 

honor and profit of the Church.107 Two letters from Nicolas-Claude Fabri Peiresc (1580–

1637) to Paolo Gualdio written in 1615 noted that Bosio had illustrations made for his 

book.108 Cassiano dal Pozzo, the secretary of Cardinal Francesco Barberini and the patron 

of the Museo cartaceo (Paper Museum),109 studied Bosio’s collection prior to the 

publication of Roma sotterranea.110 Cassiano referred to Bosio’s collection of drawings 

in his commentary to Lorenzo Pignoria’s De servis, which he had written by 1629 or 

1630.111 The reputation of Bosio’s collection of prints and its use by respected scholars 

demonstrates the importance of Christian antiquities and visual sources for early modern 

scholarship on the catacombs.  

                                                
initials, S.F.F., on the prints on pages 181 and 183. Finocchiaro attributes several other prints in Roma 
sotterranea to Sebastiano Fulcaro, noting that some of these works were printed after Bosio’s death. For 
example, Severano added Fulcaro’s engraving of the tomb of St. Helen from S. Costanza to Roma 
sotterranea; this image is discussed further on page 318 below. Ibid., 188, 196 n. 26. See Valeri, Cenni 
biografici di Antonio Bosio, 39-40; Niggl, Giacomo Grimaldi, 308-309, 354-355. 
107 Carlo Marcora, “Il Cardinal Federico Borromeo e l’archeologia cristiana,” in Mélanges Eugène 
Tisserant: Archives Vaticanes. Histoire ecclésiastique, Studi e testi 235 (Vatican City: Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 1964), 141-142; citing and transcribing BAM, MS. G. 203 inf., no. 21: “Il signor 
Bosio mi dice ch’è dietro alli suoi cemiteri, et alcuni disegni stampati mandatimi me ne assicurano. Ma il 
vedere andar cosa che a mio giudicio recarebbe molto honore et utile alla Chiesa di Dio.” See Finocchiaro, 
“Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 196 n. 18. 
108 Peiresc first referred to Bosio’s collection of prints in letter dated 2 January 1615 and subsequently in a 
letter dated 30 July 1615. Peiresc’s letter dated 2 January 1615 stated, “intenderei volentieri, se si è mai 
stampato un libro del Bosio, promesso un pezzo fa intorno alle Catacombe, ed altre antichità del primo 
Cristianesimo: se si trova di qual prezzo è…” Lettere d’uomini illustri, che fiorirono nel principio del 
secolo decimosettimo, non più stampate (Venice: Baglioni, 1744), 246, 255; cited and transcribed in Valeri, 
Cenni biografici di Antonio Bosio, 40. 
109 The Paper Museum is a collection of drawings documenting various antiquities and objects of interest 
for the natural sciences. See The Paper Museum of Cassiano dal Pozzo: A Catalogue Raisonné, Series A: 
Antiquities and architecture, 10 Parts (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1996-2013); The Paper Museum 
of Cassiano dal Pozzo: A Catalogue Raisonné, Series B: Natural History, 8 Parts (London: Harvey Miller 
Publishers, 1997-2009); Herklotz, Cassiano dal Pozzo und die Archäologie des 17. Jahrhunderts, 
Römische Forschungen der Bibliotheca Hertziana 28 (Munich: Hirmer, 1999). 
110 Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 32. 
111 Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 32 n. 1; citing BIM, MS. H. 267, fols. 33v, 34r. 
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Bosio’s intentions for illustrative material in his book can be seen in Vallicelliana 

MS G. 31. He referred to this collection of images and wrote detailed captions for the 

full-page illustrative plates in his treatise in MS G. 31. Severano made notations in MS G. 

31 that referred to 562 figures to insert into the text; he also identified 154 full-page 

plates from Bosio’s collection of prints that would be included in the published edition of 

the treatise.112 In his text for the captions in MS G. 31, Bosio used a system of lettered 

captions to identify the iconography of early Christian frescoes found in the catacombs; 

the captions annotating illustrations in Roma sotterranea adapt the system developed in 

Jesuit devotional images and prints.113 The majority of the full-page plates in the 

published edition of Roma sotterranea follow Bosio’s captions in MS G. 31 and his 

iconographic interpretations of the catacomb paintings and sarcophagus reliefs.114 For 

example, Bosio wrote captions identifying the scenes depicted on sarcophagus reliefs 

from the catacombs below the basilica of S. Paolo fuori le Mura, called the catacombs of 

St. Lucina; Bosio’s captions in MS G. 31 annotate four full-page plates in the printed 

edition of Roma sotterranea.115 Bosio included copies of inscriptions from the catacombs 

with his commentaries and explanations in Books II–III of MS G. 31.116 
                                                
112 Finocchiaro, “Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 184. Severano’s notations refer to a 
separate manuscript containing a collection of Bosio’s notes and images; the number of figures and full-
page illustrations that I give here are based on the highest numbers given in Severano’s notes in MS G. 31. 
Bosio’s notes and images are preserved in Vallicelliana MSS G. 3, G. 4, and G. 6.  
113 On the system of captions used in Jesuit devotional prints such as Jerome Nadal’s Annotations and 
Meditations on the Gospels, see pages 209-214 in Chapter Five above. The frescoes depicting scenes from 
the lives of Saints Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus in the nave clerestory of SS. Nereo e Achilleo also used 
this system of keyed images; see pages 277-278 in Chapter Six above.  
114 Severano, however, omitted the scripture references that Bosio included in his captions identifying the 
narratives depicted in catacomb frescoes. This assessment is based on my research with the manuscript and 
is consistent with Spigno’s observations. Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 
281-311.   
115 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 331v-33v; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 155-161. In the printed edition of Roma 
sotterranea, full-page illustrative plates only appear on the recto side of the folio page and the verso 
remains blank.  
116 For example, the first inscription in Book II found on the Via Trionfale appears in manuscript G. 31. 
BVR, MS. G. 31, fol. 3r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 24. Bosio also includes copies of several inscriptions in 
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The largest single group of images in the printed edition of Roma sotterranea 

appears in Chapter Twenty-Three of Book III, which discusses the images and antiquities 

Bosio discovered in the catacombs on the Via Appia Antica and Via Ardeatina.117 

Although Severano added a passage to the introduction of the chapter and some images 

of vessels containing the blood of saints (Fig. 168),118 most of the explanatory text and 

captions for the illustrations in the printed edition of Roma sotterranea come from 

Bosio’s text in MS G. 31.119 In this chapter, Bosio first discusses the inscriptions he 

found in the catacombs in this region.120 He reports on the Christian symbols and signs of 

martyrdom marking the tombs of saints and the lamps found in these catacombs, which 

are illustrated in the printed treatise (Fig. 13).121 In MS G. 31, he copies inscriptions 

found in the catacombs on the Via Appia and Via Ardeatina that Severano published in 

the printed edition of Roma sotterranea (Fig. 169).122  

Bosio then introduces the early Christian frescoes found in the catacombs of St. 

Callixtus and the other burial sites on the Via Appia and Via Ardeatina.123 He arranges 

this illustrative material according to location. Bosio writes captions for views of each 

cubiculum in the catacomb complex in the order that he encountered them in each room. 

                                                
Chapter Four of Book III in the published edition of Roma sotterranea based on Bosio’s copies in MS G. 
31. BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 323v-331r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 149-154.  
117 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 195-295.  
118 Severano notes his additions to the text on folio 415 in MS G. 31; this passage by Severano appears on 
page 195 of the printed Roma sotterranea. This page represents Severano’s only major intervention in the 
text of the chapter. MS. G. 31, fol. 415r-v; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 195; cf. Spigno, “Considerazioni sul 
manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 293. Severano also notes on page 197 of the printed Roma sotterranea 
that the vessels collecting blood were found after Bosio’s death. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 197-201. 
119 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 413v-442r; see Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 
293.  
120 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 413-420r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 195-201.  
121 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 419v-420r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 196-201. The images of lamps from the 
catacombs appear on pages 203 to 211 in the printed edition of Roma sotterranea.  
122 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 420v-423v; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 213-217.  
123 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 423v-441r. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 219-281. This group of full-page 
illustrative plates includes a few pages with additional inscriptions found in the catacombs in this region.  
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Next, he identifies the narrative subjects on the walls and ceilings in captions that 

accompany copies of the early Christian frescoes found at these sites. For example, Bosio 

writes captions describing the first cubiculum found in the catacombs of St. Callixtus, 

noting the location of images (Fig. 170).124 In the next illustrative plate, his caption 

identifies the location and subject of a painting in the main apse of the first cubiculum 

depicting a scene of Christ in the temple or Christ with the apostles (Fig. 171). He notes 

the location of the image in the previous plate as the area marked with the letter B.125 

Bosio continues this organization to describe ten cubiculi in the complex of catacombs on 

the Via Appia and Via Ardeatina (Figs. 172–173). His organization of this material 

according to its location and his illustrations of the sacred images adorning these burial 

chambers create a virtual pilgrimage through the catacombs for his reader.126  

Bosio had planned to include engravings in the body of his text. His standard way 

of marking areas in the manuscript in which images would appear is a series of crosses. 

For example, Bosio drew a series of crosses in MS G. 31 to mark where an illustration of 

an ungula, a spiked instrument of torture from the treasury of the basilica of St. Peter’s 

(Fig. 174), would be inserted in the body of his text.127 The printed Roma sotterranea 

follows Bosio’s text in MS G. 31 introducing the discovery of the instrument of torture 

found in the cemetery near the Vatican. Severano inserts an illustration of an ungula in 

the place that Bosio had marked in MS G. 31.128 

                                                
124 BVR, MS. G. 31, fols. 424v-425r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 219. 
125 BVR, MS. G. 31, fol. 425r-v; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 221.  
126 On early modern pilgrimages and devotional practices in the catacombs, see pages 90-95 in Chapter 
Three. On Jesuit meditation practices that used devotional images to stimulate imagined pilgrimages, see 
pages 205-222 in Chapter Five.  
127 BVR, MS. G. 31, fol. 12r; Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 288. 
128 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 26; Spigno, “Considerazioni sul manoscritto vallicelliano G. 31,” 288.  
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In addition to his efforts to acquire drawings and prints for Roma sotterranea, 

Bosio formed a collection of early Christian antiquities at his villa in Parioli, 

approximately one kilometer north of Rome.129 The collection at Bosio’s villa could be 

described as museum of sacred art; it included early Christian friezes, reliefs, sarcophagi, 

a statue of the Good Shepherd, and more than 130 funerary inscriptions.130 Following 

Bosio’s original plan, the printed Roma sotterranea discusses and illustrates objects from 

the villa collection: a sarcophagus found in the Vatican Cemeteries (Fig. 175),131 an 

inscription from Via Latina given to Bosio by Giovanni Andrea de Rossi,132 and 

inscriptions from the catacombs on Via Ardeatina, Via Salaria, and the catacombs of St. 

Callixtus.133 Giuseppe Finocchiaro has demonstrated that some of the examples of early 

Christian gilt glass depicted in the printed edition of Roma sotterrranea were part of 

Bosio’s collection (Fig. 176).134 Bosio’s collection in his villa in Parioli and his efforts to 

prepare illustrations for Roma sotterranea demonstrate an appreciation of the value of 

Christian antiquities. While the collections of Christian antiquaries formed by Fulvio 

Orsini (1529–1600) and Lelio Pasqualini (1529–1611) created a precedent for his work, 

Bosio’s analysis and use of his collection of Christian antiquities and prints of the 

catacombs in Roma sotterranea was remarkable for his time.  

Although Bosio formed an extensive collection of prints of the catacombs during 

his lifetime, he was not able to finish gathering the relevant illustrative material for Roma 

                                                
129 Valeri, Cenni biografici, 48-49. Valeri also published a description and inventory of Bosio’s collection. 
Ibid., 80-83, doc. V. After Bosio’s death the Order of the Knights of Malta inherited Bosio’s villa and its 
collection.  
130 Ibid. 
131 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 91; see Valeri, Cenni biografici, 49.  
132 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 301; see Valeri, Cenni biografici, 49. 
133 Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 195, 276, 508; see Valeri, Cenni biografici, 49. 
134 Finocchiaro identifies the objects marked with the roman numerals VI and VIII-X as part of Bosio’s 
collection. BVR, MS. G. 31, 890v-891r; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 509; see Finocchiaro, “Vetri dorati nel 
museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 181-205.  
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sotterranea. Giovanni Severano thus requested the assistance of Cassiano dal Pozzo to 

supplement Bosio’s prints with images from Cassiano’s rich collection of drawings of 

antiquities in the Paper Museum.135 In a letter dated 21 July 1632, Severano asked 

Cassiano for a plan of the catacombs of St. Callixtus on the Via Appia that had been 

prepared and circulated by Philips van Winghe and another plan of the catacombs below 

the church of S. Sebastiano (Fig. 177).136 Severano also requested drawings of the 

sarcophagus of St. Helena in the Lateran Basilica, the mausoleum of St. Helena on Via 

Labicana, and the sarcophagus St. Constantina (Figs. 178–179).137 Cassiano supplied 

Severano with copies of early Christian sarcophagi reliefs to supplement those in Bosio’s 

collection (Fig. 17).138 In total, Cassiano gave Severano approximately forty images that 

were reproduced in the printed Roma sotterranea.139  

Cassiano’s resources and his connection to Francesco Barberini brought Bosio’s 

Roma sotterranea to the attention of a different network of antiquarian scholarship. Ingo 

Herklotz has suggested that Cassiano served as a broker between Severano and Francesco 

Barberini. According to Herklotz, Cassiano facilitated the collaboration of the group of 

scholars and antiquarians who contributed to the final publication of Roma sotterranea.140 

                                                
135 Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 33-37.  
136 Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 32-33; citing Rome, Biblioteca dell’Accademia 
Nazionale dei Lincei (BAL), Carteggiano Puteano, Il Carteggio di Cassiano dal Pozzo, vol. IV, fol. 167r. 
Cassiano did not have an architectural plan of S. Sebastiano and its underground cemeteries; Contini drew a 
new plan for the printed edition of Roma sotterranea. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 185, 591B. 
137 Herklotz, Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 32-33. The print of the sarcophagus of St. Helena in 
Bosio’s Roma sotterranea is after a drawing from Cassiano’s collection held in the Royal Library in 
Windsor, RL 8243; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 317, 421; see Giuseppe Bovini and Hugo Brandenburg, 
Repertorium der christlich-antiken Sarkophage I, Rom und Ostia, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann 
(Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1967), 105-110. Severano was unable to obtain an image of the mausoleum of St. 
Helena on Via Labicana.  
138 Herklotz identifies RL 9084 and 9072, as models for prints in Bosio’s Roma sotterranea. Bosio, Roma 
sotterranea, 589, 591; see Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 35-36.  
139 Finocchiaro, “Vetri dorati nel museo di curiosità di Virgilio Spada,” 186-187. 
140 Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 36-38.  



 319 

Although Cassiano supported Severano’s efforts to complete and publish Roma 

sotterranea, Herklotz describes these activities as “not so much the scholar Cassiano that 

we encounter here, but rather the courtier.”141 In contributing to the publication of Roma 

sotterranea, Cassiano was acting primarily as an agent of Francesco Barberini. The 

proportion of Cassiano’s collection devoted to Christian antiquities was minimal in 

comparison to that of the previous generation of antiquarians, such as Fulvio Orsini and 

Lelio Pasqualini, who were immersed in the religious culture of post-Tridentine Rome.142  

Although Cassiano’s scholarship focused on classical antiquities and natural 

history, his encyclopedic collection of drawings of classical and Christian antiquities in 

the Paper Museum continued and further developed Bosio’s methods as a collector and 

historian. In fact, a drawing of a sarcophagus relief discovered in 1590 with scenes from 

the life of Christ found in Cassiano’s Paper Museum most likely originated in Bosio’s 

collection and was acquired by Cassiano after Bosio’s death (Figs. 180–181).143 

Appropriately, Bosio’s collection of illustrations for Roma sotterranea established a 

precedent for collectors and scholars such as Cassiano dal Pozzo who would expand on 

his example to form ambitious, encyclopedic collections that advanced the study of 

antiquities and the development of archeological methods.  
                                                
141 Ibid., 38.  
142 Ibid., 31.  
143 Osborne and Claridge, eds., Early Christian and Medieval Antiquities, vol. 2, 148-149, no. 220. 
Osborne and Claridge’s catalogue of early Christian and medieval antiquities from the Paper Museum notes 
a watermark on the sheet that was similar to a mid-sixteenth-century type; it was not consistent with any 
other watermarks found in Cassiano’s collection. Osborne and Claridge argue that the annotation on the 
verso of the page was written before 1607. The inscription on the verso of the drawing describes the 
location of the sarcophagus: “questo pilo sta a S. Pietro in un orto dietro a S. Marta et fa il primo che se 
intaglia / nel quale orto stavano ancora il pilo delle bove et il pilo dell’alberi.” Because a copy of the 
drawing appears in an engraving in Roma sotterranea, it seems most probable that the work originated in 
Bosio’s collection. Herklotz has suggested that this print was one of Cassiano’s additions to Roma 
sotterranea, but I support the identification of RL 9191 as part of Bosio’c collection given in the catalogue 
raisonné for the collection of early Christian and medieval antiquities in the Paper Museum. Windsor, RL 
9191; Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 63; cited in Osborne and Claridge, eds., Early Christian and Medieval 
Antiquities, vol. 2, 148-149, no. 220; cf. Herklotz, “Cassiano and the Christian Tradition,” 35-36.  
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Bosio’s efforts as a collector mirror his profound commitment to the use of 

images as primary documents. Although his interpretation of visual sources was 

sometimes wrong, he demonstrated the value of collecting and analyzing Christian 

antiquities to support his argument that the catacombs had been devotional spaces for the 

early Church. His scholarship on the catacombs was simultaneously imaginative and 

critical. Bosio sometimes misinterpreted visual evidence to make a point about the 

spiritual significance of the catacombs in Rome’s sacred landscape; he promoted 

imaginative interpretations of the painted catacombs as sacred spaces that reflected the 

suffering and spiritual rewards of Rome’s early Christian martyrs, continuing a tradition 

that the fourth-century writings of Jerome and Prudentius perpetuated.144  

On the other hand, most of Bosio’s captions annotating the illustrations in Roma 

sotterranea accurately identify the iconography and location of early Christian paintings 

and antiquities that he found in the catacombs; Bosio’s analysis of these images 

established precedents for the use of visual sources in critical scholarship. Despite the 

alterations in its publication history, the collecting and analysis of archeological sources 

in Bosio’s Roma sotterranea represented a monumental and in many ways unprecedented 

demonstration of how images could lend their undeniable veracity to the development of 

historical methodology.  

Bosio’s exploration of the Roman catacombs and his Roma sotterranea shaped 

the field of Christian archeology; he was arguably the most influential figure in the 

disciple for two centuries.145 Bosio’s Roma sotterranea remained the authoritative study 

                                                
144 For example, see Fig. 160 from Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 579. On Bosio’s imaginative interpretations 
of visual sources, see pages 288-291 above.  
145 Henri Leclercq, Manuel d’archéologie chrétienne depuis les origins jusquau VIII siècle (Paris: 
Letouzey et Ané, 1907), vol. 1, 3; William H. C. Frend, The Archaeology of Early Christianity: A History 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 17; Ditchfield, “Text before Trowel,” 346. 
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on the catacombs until Giovanni Battista de Rossi (1822–1894) published La Roma 

sotterranea cristiana (1864-1877).146 Rossi considered his scholarship on the catacombs 

to be an extension of Bosio’s landmark work. As an honorific gesture to Bosio, Rossi 

borrowed the title Roma sotterranea for his own treatise. In his treatise, Rossi referred to 

Bosio as the “Christopher Columbus of the catacombs,” cementing Bosio’s legacy as the 

founder of Christian archeology.147  

Bosio’s scholarship and his defining contributions to the development of Christian 

archeology, however, were the culmination of over fifty years of research and exploration 

in the Roman catacombs. As we have seen, the religious climate of post-Tridentine Rome 

encouraged Bosio and his late sixteenth-century predecessors to collect, study, and revive 

early Christian art found in the catacombs. The late-sixteenth and early seventeenth-

century exploration and study of the catacombs not only established the field of Christian 

archeology but also influenced the post-Tridentine reform of sacred art and the revival of 

Rome’s early Christian past.  

                                                
146 Amy K. Hirschfeld, “History of Catacomb Archaeology,” in Commemorating the Dead: Texts and 
Artifacts in Context: Studies of Roman, Jewish, and Christian Burials, ed. Laurie Brink and Deborah Green 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 20-21. 
147 Ibid.  
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Conclusion: 
Picturing Continuity with the Christian Past 

 

This dissertation juxtaposed analytical and imaginative interpretations of the 

Roman catacombs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Although these 

modes of reading images and archeological sites may seem to be contradictory, I have 

shown that early modern Catholics promoted not only ahistorical visions of early 

Christian devotions in the catacombs but also critical scholarship on these early Christian 

sites. I have argued that imaginative and scholarly interpretations of Rome’s early 

Christian past both supported a vision of the Church as semper eadem (ever the same).  

Early modern Catholics understood the catacombs to embody Christian 

paradoxes. These sites were marked by death and the anticipation of the resurrection of 

all the saints, from the early Church to the present day. Rome’s early Christian burial 

spaces simultaneously evoked imagery of mystery and revelation, earthly persecution and 

heavenly victory, fragmentation and wholeness. This dissertation has demonstrated that 

late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century Catholic scholars promoted imaginative 

interpretations of the catacombs as places that personified the paradoxical nature of 

divine mystery, martyrdom, and holy matter.  

Inspired by the painted catacombs discovered on Via Salaria in 1578, late 

sixteenth-century Romans envisioned the Catholic tradition of sacred art originating in 

these burial sites that memorialized the suffering, mourning, and affective devotions of 

the early Church. Early modern Catholics described the catacombs as emotive worship 

spaces that evoked feelings of disorientation, terror, grief, and piety. Devotions in these 

sacred spaces could produce spiritual and even physical change in devotees. Imaginative 

visions of the catacombs enabled early modern scholars and antiquarians to make 
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ahistorical leaps in their interpretations of early Christian paintings adorning these sacred 

spaces. They pictured the early Christians venerating and meditating on images of 

persecution that mirrored the suffering the early Church had endured. 

As I have argued, the gruesome martyrdom imagery that fills the walls of S. 

Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo imaginatively recreated early modern 

interpretations of the catacombs. The late sixteenth-century redecoration of these early 

Christian churches encouraged affective meditation on the paradox of martyrdom by 

encircling visitors with emotive images of the bodily suffering and eternal glory of the 

saints. Sixteenth-century Catholics could imagine contemporary confessional 

persecutions as a continuation of the suffering endured by the early Christians who 

imitated Christ’s crucifixion. Contemporary reports about the 1578 catacomb discovery 

had trained late sixteenth-century Romans to picture the early Christians worshiping in 

the catacombs, surrounded by images of persecution. Based on these accounts, 

worshipers at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo could envision themselves 

recreating the moving devotions of the persecuted Church in the catacombs. The late 

sixteenth-century restoration of these early Christian churches did not imitate late antique 

and early medieval styles of painting as some art historians have argued. Instead, I have 

demonstrated that the martyrdom cycles at these churches artistically recreated the 

perceived emotional and spiritual experience of early Christian worship in the catacombs.  

My analysis of S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo has implications for 

considering the nature of artistic revival beyond the imitation of style and iconography. 

The post-Tridentine reform of sacred art established criteria that encouraged artists to 

recreate the didactic and devotional effect of early Christian art and architecture. I find 

that these recommendations inspired artists and patrons to develop expressive and 

sensuous forms of church decoration that creatively emulated the Christian past. As the 
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first in-depth study to consider the relationship between the exploration of the catacombs 

and the first large-scale martyrdom cycles in the late sixteenth century, this dissertation 

demonstrates how vivid pictorial imagination of the Christian past inspired the early 

Christian revival movement in post-Tridentine Rome. Further research on seventeenth-

century martyrdom imagery in Rome could reveal that the imaginative recreation of the 

early Christian past at S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo influenced 

expressive artistic programs in Baroque Rome that continued to evoke dramatic imagery 

of early Christian worship to the cult of martyrs in the catacombs.  

The Tridentine Church’s claim of continuity not only promoted the imaginative 

revival of early Christian Rome but also motivated critical scholarship on early Christian 

images in the catacombs. The Council of Trent repeatedly affirmed that Catholic doctrine 

and traditions originated in the apostolic era. Following the Council, early modern 

Catholic scholars researched the Christian past to find authenticating sources to support 

that claim that Catholic devotional practices originated in the early Church; research on 

the early Christian past also influenced reform movements that would avoid the 

appearance of innovation. By supporting the early Christian origins of the contested 

traditions of the cult of martyrs, relics, and images, early modern scholarship on the 

catacombs lent support to the Tridentine vision of the Church as unchanging.  

The fortuitous discovery of early Christian art in the catacombs on Via Salaria 

particularly advanced the Catholic defense of sacred art, which had come under severe 

attacks by Protestant iconoclasts. Although catacombs containing early Christian 

paintings had been known and were accessible in the fifteenth century, the images 

adorning these sites appear to have held no interest for scholars or pilgrims prior to 1578. 

As post-Tridentine Catholic leaders struggled to defend and reform the tradition of sacred 

art, the early Christian paintings in the catacombs received unprecedented attention from 
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early modern Catholic polemicists, scholars, and reformers. Alfonso Chacón and Philips 

van Winghe were the first antiquarians to collect and study the early Christian paintings 

and Christian antiquities in the catacombs in the 1590s. 

Expanding on the collections and research formed by sixteenth-century 

antiquarians, Antonio Bosio wrote the first comprehensive treatise on the Roman 

catacombs in the early seventeenth century, which shaped the emerging discipline of 

Christian archeology for centuries. As I have demonstrated, Bosio and his late sixteenth-

century predecessors critically analyzed early Christian images and antiquities in the 

catacombs to support the argument that Catholic devotional practices, and particularly the 

cult of images, originated in the early Christian era. Drawing on Arnaldo Momigliano’s 

definition of modern historical scholarship, I have argued that the critical analysis of 

visual sources in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century scholarship on the 

catacombs contributed to the development of modern historical and archeological 

methods.  

Previous scholarship has not seriously addressed the odd juxtaposition of 

inventive and critical interpretations of the catacombs in the late sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries. Art historical studies have primarily focused on the perceived 

stylistic and iconographic influence that the study of Christian antiquities had on the early 

Christian revival movement of the late sixteenth century. Research on early modern 

historiography has examined the scholarly contributions of early modern Christian 

archeology. By examining not only the development of Christian archeology in post-

Tridentine Rome but also the artistic revival of early Christian Rome in the late sixteenth 

century, my research has demonstrated that early modern Catholics promoted 

interpretations of the catacombs that were both imaginative and scholarly. These 

approaches to studying and artistically recreating the early Christian past addressed 
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pressing theological and polemical issues facing the Tridentine Church. By examining 

these seemingly contradictory methods of understanding the early Christian past, I have 

found that early modern scholarship on the catacombs had broad artistic, theological, and 

historical implications in post-Tridentine Rome.  

The collection and interpretation of early Christian images and antiquities 

discovered in Rome’s ancient cemeteries helped usher in a preoccupation with the 

restoration of early Christian Rome that shaped the artistic and intellectual culture of 

Baroque Rome in the mid seventeenth century. The theme of continuity not only inspired 

the imaginative restoration of S. Stefano Rotondo and SS. Nereo e Achilleo in the late 

sixteenth century but it also developed into the spectacle of Baroque Rome’s monumental 

projects memorializing the city’s martyrs and its early Christian past.  

For example, Bernini’s Baldacchino in New St. Peter’s basilica, a defining 

monument of Baroque Rome, alluded to the appearance of St. Peter’s tomb in the fourth-

century basilica (Fig. 182). The spiral columns of the Baldacchino emulated the form of 

columns in the ancient Jewish Temple of Solomon, which Baronio had recommended 

should be a principle model for Christian churches.1 The high altar of Constantine’s 

fourth-century basilica of Old St. Peter’s had also been framed with twisted marble 

columns reported to be from the Temple of Solomon and brought to Rome by Emperor 

Constantine. Visitors to New St. Peter’s could compare the columns supporting Bernini’s 

Baldacchino with the marble columns from Old St. Peter’s that had been placed into the 

reliquary balconies set in the upper niches of each pier in the crossing.2 Bernini 

                                                
1 On the prototype for the spiral columns in Bernini’s baldachino for St. Peter’s basilica, see Irving Lavin, 
“Bernini at St. Peter’s: Singularis in Singulis, in Omnibus Unicus,” in St. Peter's in the Vatican, ed. 
William Tronzo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 125-129. 
2 For an analysis of the crossing of St. Peter’s basilica, see W. Chandler Kirwin, Powers Matchless: The 
Pontificate of Urban VIII, the Baldachin, and Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Hermeneutics of Art 6 (New York: 
Lang, 1997). 
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demonstrated the continuity of devotion to the apostle at this site from early Christian 

devotions at St. Peter’s tomb in the Vatican cemetery to the monumental Renaissance and 

Baroque reconstruction of the basilica. 

The development of Christian archeology and the restoration of early Christian 

Rome from the discovery of the painted catacombs in 1578 to the publication of Bosio’s 

Roma sotterranea in 1635 provided a foundation for the artistic and intellectual culture 

that developed in Baroque Rome in the mid seventeenth century. Further research on the 

collection, study, and emulation of Christian antiquities in seventeenth-century Rome 

could illuminate how the early Church served as a guiding principle for Catholic scholars, 

patrons, and artists in the Baroque era, even as their monumental building projects were 

transforming the face of Rome into a Christian capital that reflected the grandeur of the 

modern age. 
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Illustrations  

 

 

 

 

 

1. Plan of the Catacomb of Callixtus. The complex has five levels of galleries and 
approximately half a million tombs. The galleries marked Area I contain the 
oldest frescoes in the catacombs from the early third century (Fiocchi Nicolai, 
Strutture funerary, 45) 
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2. Jonah Reclining Under a Vine, Cubiculum A5 in Area I, Catacombs of Callixtus, 
Rome (Finney, The Invisible God, 227) 
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3. Endymion Sarcophagus (Mid-Imperial, Severan, early third century), 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art)  
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4. Good Shepherd (early third century), Cubicula of the Good Shepherd, Catacombs 
of Domitilla (ARTstor) 
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5. The Sacrifice of Abraham (early third century), Cubiculum A3 in Area I, 
Catacombs of Callixtus, Rome (Finney, The Invisible God, 215)  
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6. Daniel in the Lions’ Den, Nr. 8, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo (Deckers, 
Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” Farbtafel 3) 
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7. Jonah Thrown into the Sea (early third century), Cubiculum A6 in Area I, 
Catacombs of Callixtus, Rome (Grabar, The Beginnings of Christian Art, 103) 
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8. Seated Fisherman, Baptism and Bird in Flight, Paralytic Carrying His Pallet 
(early third century), Cubiculum A3 in Area I, Catacombs of Callixtus, Rome 
(Finney, The Invisible God, 217) 
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9. The Resurrection of Lazarus (early third century), Cubiculum A6 in Area I, 
Catacombs of Callixtus, Rome (Finney, The Invisible God, 218) 

 

 

 



 337 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Agape Meal or Funerary Feast (early third century), Cubiculum A3 in Area I, 
Catacombs of Callixtus, Rome (ARTstor) 
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11. Map of Rome with Locations of Suburban Cemeteries and Churches in the 
Seventh Century (Fiocchi Nicolai, Strutture funerarie, 132) 
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12. Attributed to Pietro da Cortona Bosio, Frontispiece (1632), in Bosio, Roma 
sotterranea  
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13. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 196 
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14. Attributed to Michelangelo Guidi, Frontispiece, in Martyrologium Romanum 
(1586) (Zuccari, “Fonti antiche e moderne per le iconografie di Baronio,” 904) 
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15. Antonio Tempesta, Ungula (A), Rakes (B), and Hooks (C), in Gallonio, Trattato 
de gli instrumenti di martirio, 67 
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16. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 411 
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17. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 589  
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18. Bosio, Roma Sotterranea, 255 
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19. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 359 
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20. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus IV, annus 367, 243-244 
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21. Tommaso Laureti, The Triumph of Christianity (1582-1585), Sala di Constantino, 
Vatican Palace (photo by Kelley Magill) 

 

 

 

 

 



 349 

 

 

 

22. John Foxe, Actes and Monuments (1570), Book 9, 1521 
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23. Workshop of Raphael, Baptism of Constantine by Pope Sylvester (1517-1524), 
Sala di Constantino, Vatican Palace (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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24. Banquet Scene signed by Pomponio Leto, Catacombs of Saints Marcellinus and 
Peter (Fiocchi Nicolai, Bisconti, Mazzoleni, The Christian Catacombs of Rome, 
111) 
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25. St. Filippo Neri in the Catacombs of St. Sebastian, in Aringhi, Roma sotterranea 
(1650) (Fiocchi Nicolai, “San Filippo Neri, le catacombe di S. Sebastiano e le 
origini dell’archeologia cristiana,” fig. 2) 

 

 

 



 353 

 

26. Ludovico Mattioli and Aurelio Milano, The Pentecost of St. Filippo Neri in the 
Catacombs (1720) (ARTstor) 
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27. Antoine Lafréry, The Seven Churches Devotion for the Jubilee Year of 1575, in 
Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae (1575-1583) (Drawings and Prints in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art) 
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28. Giacomo Lauro and Antonio Tempesta, The Seven Churches Devotion for the 
Jubilee Year of 1600  

 

 

 

 



 356 

 

29. Crucifixion of Christ, Drawing of Fresco in the Catacombs of St. Valentine in the 
Collection of Alfonso Chacon, BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 37r (Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 18) 
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30. Good Shepherd, Nr. 14, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo, Rome (Deckers, 
Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” Farbtafel 20) 
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31. Good Shepherd, Drawing after Fresco in the Anonymous Catacombs on Via 
Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. Lat. 5409, fol. 8v. 
(Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 1) 
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32. Daniel in the Lions’ Den, Nr. 11, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo, Rome 
(Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” 
Farbtafel 15a) 
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33. Moses Striking the Rock, Daniel in the Lions’ Den, and Jonah Reclining under a 
Vine, Drawing after Frescoes in the Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the 
Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 10v (Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 2) 
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34. Daniel in the Lions’ Den, Drawings after Fresco in the Anonymous Catacombs 
on Via Anapo in the Collection of Philips van Winghe, BVR, MS. G6, fols. 12r 
(Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 362 

 

 

35. The Sacrifice of Abraham, Nr. 8, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo, Rome 
(Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” 
Farbtafel 7a) 
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36. The Sacrifice of Abraham, Drawing after Fresco in the Anonymous Catacombs 
on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 10r 
(Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 3) 

 

 



 364 

 

 

 

37. The Sacrifice of Abraham, Drawing after Fresco in the Anonymous Catacombs 
on Via Anapo in the Collection of Philips van Winghe, BVR, MS. G6, fols. 12r 
(Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 6) 
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38. Female Orant, Nr. 14, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo, Rome (Deckers, 
Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” Farbtafel 21) 
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39. The Good Shepherd and Female Orant Figure, Drawing after Frescoes in the 
Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, 
BAV, Vat. Lat. 5409, fol. 9r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten 
Copien, Taf. 2) 
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40. Female Orant Figure and Jesus Multiplying Loaves of Bread, Drawing after 
Fresco in the Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Philips 
van Winghe, BAV, Vat. lat. 10545, fol. 187r (Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die 
Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” Taf. 5a) 
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41. Domenico Maria Muratori, St. Praxedes Collecting the Blood of the Martyrs, 
High Altar of S. Prassede, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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42. The Martyrdom of Richard Atkins, in Munday, The English Roman Life, 105 

 

 

 

 

 

Nelson 13 

 

Figure 3 The true and perfect manner of the execution of one Richard Atkins, Englishman at Rome, from Anthony 

Munday, The English Roman Life, Ed. Philip J. Ayres. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980; 105). 

 

 Powerful persecutors use horses and asses in several other ways to shame martyrs. 

William Gardiner, a martyr in Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, rides to his execution with his arms 

tied behind his back and his feet tied under the horse’s stomach (878). In the woodcut The 

Description of Windsore Castle, two martyrs are shown riding backwards on horses (see fig. 4). 

Foxe also tells the story of Doctor Ridley, who preaches a sermon on the inherent evils of Mary 

Tudor’s reign before she inherits the throne. Unfortunately for Ridley, when Mary becomes 

queen, he must salute her. When he does so, he receives “such a colde welcome there, that 

beinge dispoyled of all his dignities, [he] was sent back vpo[n] a lame halting horse to the 

Tower” (903). A martyr on a lame mount or on a good steed in an improper position becomes a 

parody of a dignified horse and rider. This mockery shames the martyr.  In an ideal relationship 

between a rider and his steed, the rider can display his strength and mastery. Disgraceful 

parodies of this relationship demonstrate the rider’s vulnerability and lack of control. In these 

stories, Catholics alter the equine symbolism of power and dignity in order to humiliate 
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43. Arch of Constantine (c. 315), Rome 
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44. Presentation of Barbarian Germanic Chief to the Romans and Presentation of 
Prisoners to the Emperor, Relief Panels from the Age of Marcus Aurelius, South 
Façade of the Arch of Constantine (c. 315), Rome  
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45. Emperor Constantine Distributing Gifts, North Façade of the Arch of 
Constantine (c. 315), Rome  

 

 

 

 

 



 373 

 

46. Column of Trajan (113), Rome  
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47. Girolamo Muziano, Trajan Offering a Sacrifice, in Alfonso Chacón, Historia 
Utriusque Belli Dacici a Traiano Caesare Gesti quae in Columna Eiusdem 
Romae Visuntur Collecta (1576), plate 76 (Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and 
Trajan’s Column, 130) 
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48. Girolamo Muziano, Roman Soldiers at the Danube, in Alfonso Chacón, Historia 
Utriusque Belli Dacici a Traiano Caesare Gesti quae in Columna Eiusdem 
Romae Visuntur Collecta (1576), plate 2 (Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, and 
Trajan’s Column, 129) 
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49. Trajan Disembarks in Moesia, Trajan’s Column (112), Rome (Herklotz, “Bellori, 
Fabretti, and Trajan’s Column, 133) 

 

 

 



 377 

 

 

 

 

 

 

50. Girolamo Muziano, Trajan Disembarks in Moesia, in in Alfonso Chacón, 
Historia Utriusque Belli Dacici a Traiano Caesare Gesti quae in Columna 
Eiusdem Romae Visuntur Collecta (1576), plate 31 (Herklotz, “Bellori, Fabretti, 
and Trajan’s Column, 129) 
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51. Moses Collecting Manna, Moses Striking the Rock, and the Resurrection of 
Lazarus in the First Chapel, Drawing after Frescoes in the Anonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. Lat. 
5409, fol. 8r. (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 1) 

 



 379 

 

52. Moses Collecting Manna, Moses Striking the Rock, and the Resurrection of 
Lazarus in the First Chapel, Nr. 14, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo, 
Rome (Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” 
Farbtafel 18) 
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53. Wall and Ceiling of Nr. 14, Anonymous Catacombs of on Via Anapo, Rome 
(Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” 
Farbtafel 19) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 381 

 

 

 

 

54. Figure of Moses Collecting Manna, Drawing after Fresco in the Anonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. Lat. 
5409, fol. 8r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 1) 
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55. The Good Shepherd and the Apostle Paul, Drawing after Frescoes in the 
Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, 
BAV, Vat. Lat. 5409, fol. 8v (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten 
Copien, Taf. 1) 
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56. Figure of the Fossor Trofimus, Drawing after Fresco in the Anonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. Lat. 
5409, fol. 13r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 4) 
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57. Pastoral Scene and Allegory with St. Priscilla, Drawing after Fresco in the 
Catacombs of Priscilla in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, 
18r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien Taf. 11)  
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58. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 531 
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59. Pope Marcellus Taught by an Angel in Preaching, Drawing after Fresco in the 
Catacombs of Priscilla in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, 
18r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien Taf. 12)  
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60. Noah Receiving the Dove After the Great Flood, Fresco in the Catacombs of 
Saints Marcellus and Peter (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten 
Copien Taf. 12) 
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61. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 531 
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62. The Flagellation of Christ, Drawing after a Fresco in the Cemetery of S. Niccolò 
in Carcere in the Collection of Federicco Borromeo, BAM, 228inf. fol. 27 (Jones, 
Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, fig. 82) 
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63. The Crucifixion, Drawing after a Fresco in the Cemetery of S. Niccolò in Carcere 
in the Collection of Federicco Borromeo, BAM, 228inf. fol. 28 (Jones, Federico 
Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, fig. 83)  
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64. Orpheus in the Midst of Wild Beasts, Drawing after a Fresco in the Catacombs of 
Domitilla in the Collection of Federicco Borromeo, BAM, 228inf. fol. 10 (Jones, 
Federico Borromeo and the Ambrosiana, fig. 61) 
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65. Noah Receiving the Dove After the Great Flood, Drawing after Fresco in the 
Annonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, 
BAV, Vat. Lat. 5409, fol. 13r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten 
Copien, Taf. 4) 
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66. Three Youths in the Fiery Furnace, Drawing after Fresco in the Annonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. Lat. 
5409, fol. 10v (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 3) 
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67. Baronio, Annales Ecclesaistici, Tomus IV, anno 362, 23 
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68. Moses Striking Water from the Rock and Scenes of the Prophet Jonah, Drawing 
after Frescoes in the Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of 
Philips van Winghe, BVR, MS. G6, fols. 10r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde 
und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 5) 
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69. The Apostle Paul, Christ and the Twelve Apostles, Three Youths in the Fiery 
Furnace, and Fossor Trofimus, Drawing after Frescoes in the Anonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Philips van Winghe, BVR, MS. 
G6, fols. 11r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 7) 
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70. Moses Striking the Rock, Nr. 11, Anonymous Catacombs of on Via Anapo, Rome 
(Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” 
Farbtafel 15) 
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71. Moses Striking Water from the Rock, Drawing after Frescoes in the Anonymous 
Catacombs on Via Anapo in the Collection of Philips van Winghe, BVR, MS. 
G6, fols. 10r (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 5) 
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72. Moses Striking the Rock, Daniel in the Lions’ Den, and Jonah Reclining under a 
Vine, Drawing after Frescoes in the Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo in the 
Collection of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. lat. 5409, fol. 9v (Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 2) 
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73. Graffitti with the Signatures of Philips van Winghe and Angelo Breventano and 
dated 1590, Nr. 11, Anonymous Catacombs on Via Anapo (Deckers, Mietke, and 
Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di Via Anapo,” Taf. 3a) 
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74. Plan of the First Floor of the Catacomb of Priscilla by Philips van Winghe and 
Angelo Breventano, Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 591f 
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75. Plan of the Catacomb of St. Sebastian by Philips van Winghe, BAV, Vat. Lat. 
10545, unnumbered folio between 183v and 184 (Schuddeboom, “Research in 
the Roman Catacombs by the Louvain Antiquarian Philips Van Winghe,” fig. 4) 
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76. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 523 
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77. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 525 
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78. Apse Fresco (c. 1575), San Saba, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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79. Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Martyrdom of St. Apollinarius, after Niccolò 
Circignani’s nave frescoes at S. Apollinare. From Beati Apollinaris martyris 
(1586) (Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, Fig. 37) 
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80. Interior Views of the Central Altar and Ambulatory, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome 
(photos by Kelley Magill) 
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81. Niccolò Circignani, Fresco Cycle Depicting the History of Early Christian 
Martyrs (1581–1582), Frescoes XVII-XX, Ambulatory of S. Stefano Rotondo, 
Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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82. Niccolò Circignani, Persecutions under Emperors Maximinus II and Licinius: A 
Christian Tortured (A), with Others Attacked by Beasts (B), Bishop Peter of 
Alexandria in Prayer while Others are Killed (C), 40 Soldiers Thrown into a 
Lake (D), and Bishop Simeon and Sixteen Thousand Christians Cut into Pieces 
(E) (1581–1582), Fresco XXVII, Ambulatory of S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome 
(photo by Kelley Magill) 
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83. Niccolò Circignani, Bishop Simeon and Sixteen Thousand Christians Cut into 
Pieces (E) (1581–1582), Detail from Fresco XXVII, Ambulatory of S. Stefano 
Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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84. Niccolò Circignani, Others Attacked by Beasts (B), Bishop Peter of Alexandria in 
Prayer while Others are Killed (C) (1581–1582), Detail from Fresco XXVII, 
Ambulatory of S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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85. Ground Plan of S. Stefano Rotondo, Fresco Panels Labeled I-XXXII and Altars 
Labeled A-F (Monssen, “The Martyrdom Cycle at S. Stefano Rotondo, Part I,” 
317) 
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86. Niccolò Circignani, Martyrdom of St. Vitus with St. Modustus, and St. Crescentia 
(A) (1581-1582), Detail of Fresco XXV, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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87. Niccolò Circignani and Matteo da Siena (landscape), Martyrdom of St. Sebastian 
(B), 12 Christians Attacked by Beasts (C) the Martyrdom of Saints Cosmas, 
Damian, Pantaleon, Tiburtius, Susan, Georgonius, Adrian, and others (D) and 
the Theban Legion Murdered (E) (1581–1582), Detail of Fresco XXV, S. Stefano 
Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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88. Niccolò Circignani, Christ Crucified Surrounded by Martyr Saints (1581–1582), 
Fresco I, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill); Giovanni Battista 
Cavallieri, Christ Crucified Surrounded by Martyr Saints in Ecclesiae Militantis 
Triumphi (1585) (Monssen, “Rex Gloriose Martyrum,” 137. 

 

 

 

 

martyrdom 

venerande Si POSVERIT PRO PECCATO -ANIMAM SVAM VIDEBIT- 
SEMEN- LONGAEVVM- PRO EO- QVOD LABORAVI T - ANIMA 
EIVS VIDEBIT ET' SATVRABITVR- IDEO DISPERTIAM? 
El PLVRIMOS . ET- FORTIVM ? DIVIDET- SPOIIA- IlSIM L1 I. 

14 G. B. De Cavallieri, after N. Cir- 
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89. Niccolò Circignani, Martyrdom of Saint Stephen (1581–1582), Fresco II, S. 
Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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90. Niccolò Circignani, Flagellation of a Group of Apostles (B), The Beheading of 
James Martyrdom (C) (1581–1582), Detail of Fresco II, S. Stefano Rotondo, 
Rome  
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91. Niccolò Circignani, Martyrdom of Saint Stephen, Martyrdom of St. Peter, 
Martyrdom of St. Vitalis (1581–1582), Frescoes II-IV, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome 
(photo by Kelley Magill) 
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92. Niccolò Circignani, Martyrdom of Saint Stephen and Inscription (1581–1582), 
Fresco II, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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93. Inscription with Captions for Fresco II: Martyrdom of St. Stephen (A) 
Flagellation of a Group of Apostles (B), The Beheading of James Martyrdom (C) 
(1581–1582), S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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94. Inscription above Fresco II depicting the Martyrdom of St. Stephen (A): 
“Effuderunt sanguinem sanctor[um] sour[um] / in circuitu Hierusalem. Ps. 78.” 
S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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95. Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Martyrdom of John Fisher and Thomas More, after 
Niccolò Circignani’s Fresco Cycle at S. Tomasso di Canterbury, in Ecclesiae 
Angelicanae Trophaea (1584), plate 27 (Bailey, Between Renaissance and 
Baroque, Fig. 70) 
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96. Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Martyrdom of Campion, Sherwin, and Briant, after 
Niccolò Circignani’s Fresco Cycle at S. Tomasso di Canterbury, in Ecclesiae 
Angelicanae Trophaea (1584), plate 31 (Bailey, Between Renaissance and 
Baroque, fig. 71) 
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97. Matthäus Greuter, Martyrdom of the Brazil Missionaries in 1570, in Richeôme, 
La peinture spirituelle (1611) (Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, Fig. 
22)  
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98. Hieronymus Wierix, The Raising of the Cross, in Nadal, Adnotationes et 
Meditationes in Evangelia (1607), plate 128 
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99. Hieronymus Wierix, On the Night of the Lord’s Birth: The Nativity of Christ, in 
Nadal, Adnotationes et Meditationes in Evangelia (1607), plate 3 
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100. Giovanni Battista Cavallieri, Martyrdom of St. Ignatius of Antioch by Lions, after 
after Niccolò Circignani’s Fresco at S. Stefano Rotondo, and Allegory of Mors, in 
Ecclesiae Militantis Triumphi (1585) (Noreen, “Jesuit Iconography and the 
Counter-Reformation,” 709)  
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101. Taddeo Zuccaro, Apse Fresco (1559), S. Sabina, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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102. Seventeenth-Century Italian, watercolor after apse mosaic of Old St. Peter’s, 
Rome (1198-1216), from Cassiano dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum, at Windsor 
Castle, R.L. 8966 (Osborne and Claridge, eds. Early Christian and Medieval 
Antiquities, vol. 1, no. 177) 
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103. Antonio Tempesta, Beheading of Saints Primus and Felicianus and Funeral 
Procession of Saints Primus and Felicianus (1583), Chapel of Saints Primus and 
Felicianus, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 

 



 431 

 

104. View of a Gallery and Two Nitches, Nr. 8 and Nr. 9, Anonymous Catacombs on 
Via Anapo, Rome (Deckers, Mietke, and Weiland, Die Katakombe “Anonima di 
Via Anapo,” Farbtafel 10) 
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105. Matthäus Greuter, Ignatius’s Vision in La Storta, in Richeôme, La peinture 
spirituelle (1611) (Bailey, Between Renaissance and Baroque, Fig. 21) 
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106. Niccolò Circignani, Martyrdom of St. Agnes by Fire (A) with Pope Caius (B), St. 
Emerentiana (C) and Bishop Anthimus (D) (1581-1582), Fresco XXI, S. Stefano 
Rotondo (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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107. Niccolò Circignani, St. Ignatius of Antioch Being Attacked by Lions (A) with the 
Martyrdom of St. Clement (B) and Simeon (C) (1581–1582), Fresco VIII, S. 
Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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108. Niccolò Circignani, Marytrdom of St. John the Evangelist in Boiling Pot of Oil 
(A), John on the Island of Patmos (B) and the Beheading of Pope Cletus (C) 
(1581–1582), Fresco VI, S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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109. Roscio, Emblemata Sacra S. Stephani Caelii Montis Intercolumniis Affixa 
(1589), frontispiece (Monssen, “Emblems in Jesuit Educational Practice,” 306) 
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110. Antonio Tempesta, The Lion with a Swarm of Bees, in Roscio, Emblemata Sacra 
S. Stephani Caelii Montis Intercolumniis Affixa (1589), plate 4 (Monssen, 
“Emblems in Jesuit Educational Practice,” 333) 
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111. Antonio Tempesta, Hammer and Anvil, in Roscio, Emblemata Sacra S. Stephani 
Caelii Montis Intercolumniis Affixa (1589), plate 16 (Monssen, “Emblems in 
Jesuit Educational Practice,” 334) 
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112. Niccolò Circignani, Marytrdom of St. Lawrence on a Grill, Thirty Martyrs Being 
Thrown into a Fiery Furnace (1581–1582), Frescoes XVII-XVIII, S. Stefano 
Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  



 440 

 

 

113. Martyrdom of St. Clement (1599–1600), Nave Wall Fresco Cycle, S. Vitale, 
Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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114. Interior View Facing the Apse, Restored c. 1597, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome 
(photo by Kelley Magill)  
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115. Girolamo Massei, Painted Façade, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (drawing by 
Alessandro Zuccari) (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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116. View of the Clerestory Wall and Side Aisles, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome 
(photos by Kelley Magill)  
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117. Girolamo Massei, Apse Fresco, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley 
Magill) 
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118. Entrance Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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119. Map of 1577 with SS. Nereo e Achilleo on the Via Appia Antica (Herz, 
“Baronio’s Restoration,” 595) 
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120. Processional Route of the 1597 Translation of the Relics of Saints Domitilla, 
Nereus, and Achilleus, in Paul Maupin, Map of Rome, 1625 
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121. Giuseppe Vasi, Exterior view of SS. Nereo e Achilleo and the Baths of Caracalla, 
in Delle magnificenze di Roma antica, vol. 3 (1753), plate 59 (Herz, “Baronio’s 
Restoration,” 595) 
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122. Villalpando, Engraving of Baronio’s Winged Lion Capital in the Piazza of SS. 
Nereo e Achilleo, in Villalpando, Ezechielem Explanationes, vol. 2, 421 (Herz, 
“Baronio’s Restoration,” 596)  
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123. Detail of Instruments of Martyrdom on the Façade of SS. Nereo e Achilleo 
(drawing by Alessandro Zuccari) 
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124. Baronio’s Coat of Arms, Red Cross between Two Palms, Clerestory Wall, SS. 
Nereo e Achilleo (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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125. Baronio’s Coat of Arms (Alternate Form), Red Cross with Two Palms Inside a 
Wreath, Above Entrance to SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley 
Magill) 
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126. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VI, annus 461, 333 
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127. Inscription for Funerary Epitaph of Flavio Iovina (367) (Herz, Baronio’s 
Restoration,” 617) 

 

 

 

BARONIOS RESTORATION OF SS. NEREO ED ACHILLEO AND S. CESAREO DE'APPIA 617 

22 Cross and palms within wreath, interior of door-frame, SS. 
Nereo ed Achilleo (photo: Bini) 

23 Cross within wreath, coin of Aelia Eudocia, A.D. 461 (from 
Baronio, vi, Rome, 1595, 255) 

24 Funerary epitaph of Fl. lovina, A.D. 367 (photo: Vatican 
Museums) 

plar in the continuing struggle against the Devil. Mosaics 
of ca. 1599 in the tribune complete the nave cycle of fres- 
coes on the lives and martyrdoms of many different saints 
named Caesareus and Hippolytus. From the apse vault, 
God the Father, seated next to a globe and flanked by an- 
gels, blesses the Annunciation to the Virgin in the trium- 
phal arch. The program may be understood as an abbre- 
viated version of that in SS. Nereo ed Achilleo, where three 
scenes in the triumphal arch and the great cross tell of 
Christ's Incarnation. Here the Annunciation alone heralds 
the coming of the Messiah. The saints Caesareus and Hip- 
polytus undergo their trials, in imitation of Christ's, on the 
basis of this single event.180 

In S. Cesareo, as in SS. Nereo ed Achilleo, decorative 
motifs repeat the iconographic theme. Baronio and his 
craftsmen must have been very much aware of the birds 
appearing in mosaic and sculpture on the altar-frontal, the 
cathedra, and the pulpit made for this building from sump- 
tuous cosmatesque discards (Fig. 10). On the apse wall, 
flanking the cathedra and the painting of the Madonna and 
Child, frescoes imitating tapestries were made with borders 
composed of Clement VIII's insignia, stars, and battled 
bends. In the center of each painting is depicted a large 
white bird with outstretched wings that seems to rise from 
a burning pyre (Fig. 16). With its characteristically curved 
beak, the bird must be the Early Christian phoenix. In S. 
Cesareo, it not only borrows the bird motif of the cos- 
matesque furnishings, but also reiterates the main theme 
of Christ and his martyrs rising from death. The phoenix 
as a symbol of the Eucharist, Paradise, and a new Golden 
Age was fully exploited in Clement VIII's restoration of the 
Lateran transept, undertaken at the same time as that of 
S. Cesareo. In the Lateran, as also without doubt at S. 
Cesareo, the phoenix was identified with the Pope, who 
was widely credited with having renewed and restored the 
institutions and standards of the Church.'81 

180 There are in fact seven Saints Caesareus, five Saints Hippolytus, one 
Saint Guiliano and one Saint Eusebius (Matthiae, S. Cesareo . . ., as in 
n. 28, 32). It seems likely that the many Saints Hippolytus were chosen 
because the patron, Clement VIII, was formerly Hippolyto Aldobrandini. 
The paintings were designed by the Cavaliere Cesare d'Arpino with the 
aid of his student Cesare Rossetti. Francesco Zucchi executed the apse 
mosaic after Arpino's design (ibid.). With Vincenzo Stella, Francesco Zuc- 
chi completed the apse mosaic of S. Maria Scala Coeli (at Tre Fontane) 
after designs by Giovanni de' Vecchi, in 1599 (M.C. Abromson, Painting 
in Rome During the Papacy of Clement VIII [1592-1605]: A Documented 
Study, New York, 1981, 88, and n. 131, and appendix i, 352-353, esp. 
No. 129). It seems reasonable to suppose that Francesco Zucchi worked 
in S. Cesareo at about the same time, that is, around 1599. 
181 Hoc Pontifice, disciplina Ecclesiastica restituta, censura moru vigilias 

egit, robur legum revixit, sacri Canones pristinum conspexere nitorem, 
improboru hominum audacia singulari froeno coercita, probitas post- 
liminio revocata, religiosi Ordines ad meliorem statum redacti, rerum 
sacrarum scietia diligentius, & ardentius exculta. 

A. Ciaconius and A. Oldoino (as in n. 42), 262. See esp. also J. Freiberg, 
"The Lateran and Clement VIII," Ph.D. diss., New York University, In- 
stitute of Fine Arts, 1988, 281-284. I am very grateful to Professor Freiberg 
for sending me the relevant pages of his recently completed dissertation. 
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128. Madonna della Vallicela, fourteenth century cult image framed by Rubens, 
Madonna della Vallicela (1608), Chiesa Nuova 
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129. Frontispiece in Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus  
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130. Attributed to Domenico Cerroni, Martyrdom of St. Simon (c. 1597), Side Walls, 
SS. Nereo e Achilleo (photo by Kelley Magill) 

 

 

 



 458 

 

 

 

131. Attributed to Domenico Cerroni, Grisaille Figure of St. Paul (c. 1597), Side 
Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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132. Attributed to Domenico Cerroni, Martyrdom of St. Jude Thaddeus (c. 1597), Side 
Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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133. Attributed to Domenico Cerroni, Marytrdom of St. James the Less and 
Martyrdom of St. Thomas (c. 1597), Side Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome 
(photo by Kelley Magill)   
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134. Attributed to Martyrdom of St. Paul (c. 1597), Side Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, 
Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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135. Durante Alberti, The Madonna of Vallicella Venerated by Angels (c. 1599), 
Altarpiece along the Side Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley 
Magill)  
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136. Cristoforo Roncalli, St. Flavia Domitilla with Saints Nereo and Achilleo (c. 
1599), Altarpiece along the Side Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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137. St. Gregory with Saints Gordiano and Silvia in the Oratory of S. Andrea al Celio, 
in Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VIII, annus 604, unnumbered page 
between 232 and 235 
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138. Girolamo Massei, St. Peter’s Baptism of Flavia Domitilla and her Mother 
Plautilla (c. 1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 

 

 

 

 

 



 466 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

139. Girolamo Massei, Flavia Domitilla Receiving the Veil from Pope Clement I  (c. 
1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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140. Girolamo Massei, Flavia Domitilla, Nereus, and Achilleus before Emperor 
Domitian (c. 1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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141. Girolamo Massei, The Arrest of Flavia Domitilla, Teodora, and Eufrosina and 
the Martyrdom of Nereus and Achilleus (c. 1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e 
Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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142. Girolamo Massei, The Conversion and Baptism of Teodora and Eufrosina 
Achilleus (c. 1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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143. Girolamo Massei, The Martyrdom and Burial of Domitilla, Teodora, and 
Eufrosina (c. 1597), Clerestory Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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144. Cristoforo Roncalli, Victory Figure Angels (c. 1597), Spandrel, SS. Nereo e 
Acchilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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145. Cristoforo Roncalli, Acolyte Angel (c. 1597), Spandrel, SS. Nereo e Achilleo 
Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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146. Victory Figure, Marble Pedistal of Table, Presbytery of SS. Nereo e Achilleo, 
Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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147. Baronio, Annales Ecclesistici, Tomus VI, annus 474, 398 
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148. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus VII, annus 534, 313 
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149. Girolamo Massei, St. Gregory Giving His Twenty-eighth Homily (c. 1597), Apse 
Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome   
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150. Baronio, Annales Ecclesiastici, Tomus IV, annus 395, 901-902 
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151.  Apse Mosaic (c. 650), Chapel of Saints Primus and Felicianus, S. Stefano 
Rotondo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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152. Figures of St. Philip, Paul, Christ, and Peter, Drawings after Apse Mosaic of 
Christ and the Twelve Apostles in S. Agata dei Goti (462-472), in the Collection 
of Alfonso Chacón, BAV, Vat. lat. 5407 fols. 54, 56, 58, 62 (Waetzoldt, Die 
Kopien, Abb. 5-8)  
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153. Girolamo Massei, Saints Caesarius, Nereus, Achilleus, Theodora, Eufrosina, and 
Flavia Domitilla Receiving Crowns and Palms (c. 1597), Central Panel of 
Entrance Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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154. Girolamo Massei, Saints Peter and Paul (c. 1597), Upper Panels of Entrance 
Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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155. Girolamo Massei, St. Gregory the Great (c. 1597), Lower Right Panel of 
Entrance Wall, SS. Nereo e Achilleo, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill)  
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156. Giovanni Angelo Santini, called Toccafondo, Martyrdom of a Female Saint by 
Fire, Drawn in the Catacomb of Domitilla, BVR, MS. G6 fol. 9r (Wilpert, Die 
Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 22) 
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157. Adoration of the Magi and the Infant Christ Being Bathed by Midwives, 
Catacombs of Domitilla, Rome (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten 
Copien, Taf. 21) 
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158. Stefano Maderno, St. Cecilia (1600), in S. Cecilia in Trastevere  
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159. The Body of St. Cecilia from 20 October 1599, BAV, Cod. Chig. N.III.60, fol. 
428r (Montanari, “Una nuova fonte per l’invenzione del corpo di Santa Cecilia,” 
157) 
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160. Hieronymus Wierix, The Death of St Cecilia with Two Women Gathering Blood 
from the Wound on her Neck (before 1619), After Francesco Vanni, Death of St. 
Cecilia (1601–1604) (Hollstein 1413, The British Museum 1859,0709.3192)  
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161. Martrydom of a Saint in a Pot of Boiling Water or Oil, in Bosio, Roma 
sotterranea, 579  
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162. BVR, MS. G. 31, Book 2, fol. 1r (Finocchiaro, “La Roma sotterranea e la 
Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” Fig. 13) 
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163. Toccafondo, Drawings of the Catacombs of Domitilla, BVR, MS. G. 6, fol. 5v, 
14v (Wilpert, Die Katakombengemälde und ihre alten Copien, Taf. 21) 
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164. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 273 
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165. Antonio Circignani, St. Anicetus and His Persecutors, A Woman Collecting the 
Blood of St. Anicetus (1619-1620), Church of the Blessed Virgin of Clemency 
and of St. Anicetus, Palazzo Altemps, Rome (photo by Kelley Magill) 
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166. Antonio Circignani, The Arrest of St. Anicetus (1619-1620), Church of the 
Blessed Virgin of Clemency and of St. Anicetus, Palazzo Altemps, Rome (photo 
by Kelley Magill) 
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167. Antonio Circignani, St. Anicetus in Glory (1619-1620), Church of the Blessed 
Virgin of Clemency and of St. Anicetus, Palazzo Altemps, Rome (photo by 
Kelley Magill) 
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168. Vessels Collecting the Blood of St. Victor and St. Nicasius (image added by 
Severano), in Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 199 
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169.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 215 
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170. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 219 
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171. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 221 
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172. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 229 
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173. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 233 
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174.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 26 
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175.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 91 
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176. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 509 
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177.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 185 
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178. Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 421  
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179.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 317 
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180. Windsor, RL 9191 (Osborne and Claridge, eds., Early Christian and Medieval 
Antiquities, vol. 2, 148-149, no. 220) 
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181.  Bosio, Roma sotterranea, 63 
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182. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Baldachino (1624–1633), Crossing of New St. Peter’s 
Basilica, Rome 
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