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The site and excavations of S. Sebastiano at the third mile of the via Appia has 
been discussed in literally hundreds of publications due to its importance for our 
understanding of the cult of the martyr saints Peter and Paul. It is a major focus of my 
larger project, which examines the relationship between early Christians and their non-
Christian surroundings through the study of the interaction between different social 
groups in a small but intensively used part of the Roman suburbium, generously funded 
by the Leverhulme foundation.1 The present paper can only outline one element of the 
larger argument. I shall start with a brief overview of the history of the site, then discuss 
the most popular interpretation offered for the cult of the apostles Peter and Paul at this 
location, and finally present some of my own readings of the remains in their wider 
context.

History of the Site

The area known in antiquity as ad (or in) catacumbas, near the hollows, was occupied 
initially by a pozzolana mine on the right side of the via Appia between the second 
and third milestone.2 From the mid-first century onwards, along secondary roads, both 
perpendicular and parallel to the Appia, a vast, fairly regularly laid out necropolis 
started to develop (fig. 1). In the first half of the second century, a building with several 
rooms around a courtyard, the so-called Villa Grande, which may have been the seat 
of a voluntary association and/or a place to celebrate the festivals of the dead, was 
erected on one such secondary road that ran parallel to the Appia. A smaller structure 
consisting of an open courtyard and three semi-interred rooms underneath, the so-
called Villa Piccola, was added in the Severan period just to the north of this building, 
and may have served a similar purpose. 

While tombs started to be built aboveground, and after mining activities had ceased, 
the first loculi were cut into the tuff walls of the mine’s galleries. In the Hadrianic 
period, part of the cavities collapsed and, following some levelling and smoothing of 
surfaces, a sunken piazza, the so-called piazzola with its floor level some 5.5 m beneath 
the surface, was created, and three mausolea, X, Y, and Z, built into cavities of the 
former mine (figs. 2. 7). In the Antonine period, the so-called building β of uncertain 
designation was erected above the attic of Mausoleum Z. 

After c. 240, the entire cavity was filled in to create a slightly sloping piazza 
above ground (figs. 2. 3). A simple portico, the so-called triclia, was erected at 
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the eastern edge of the piazza with a bench running along its rear wall, which in 
turn was decorated with painted stucco. Some 600 graffiti were engraved into this 
stucco, which invoke the apostle martyrs Peter and Paul, ask for their support, and 
commemorate refrigeria in their honour. This memorial for the apostles has given 
the entire piazza the name memoria apostolorum. Finally, building β was partly 
demolished, and a small semi-circular niche was set into a wall that now closed off 
the rear, filled-in part of the building (fig. 4). 

These changes have an undisputed terminus post quem of 238/443 and a terminus 
ante quem is given by the circiform cemeterial basilica that was eventually erected 
over the entire complex in the early fourth century (fig. 5). Robert Marichal’s 
reading, in one of the triclia graffiti, of the names of the consuls of 260 has found 
much approval but unfortunately is all but certain.4 The basilica continued the 
existing cult and was aptly named Basilica Apostolorum. Due to the sloping terrain, 
the tombs originally standing east of the triclia had to be completely razed to the 
ground, and their former existence is now indicated by their underground hypogea 
only. The western tombs and the “villas” were partly razed and partly filled with 
earth, and integrated into the foundations of the basilica. 

Fig. 1: Buildings underneath S. Sebastiano, early third century. 
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Key Questions

Most scholars agree on the history of the site as outlined so far, but the most significant 
questions around the origins and character of the apostles’ cult are still unsolved. The 
majority now agrees that the graffiti are typical of burial sites,5 and some later sources 
equally attest to the belief that the apostles were once buried there. Yet, this flies in the 
face of the other tradition that has become an orthodoxy among modern Christians, 
according to which the apostles’ graves were in the Vatican and on the via Ostiense 
respectively, where basilicas were erected to them in the early fourth century and their 
cult is still celebrated today. 

That there was an official cult at all three sites is confirmed by the Chronography of 
the Year 354 and the Martyrologium Hieronymianum, which report the introduction 
of this cult in 258. Scholars have tried to solve the conundrum in various ways, two 

Fig. 2: Cross-section through the excavation underneath S. Sebastiano. 
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of which are currently the most popular. One simply suggests that there were two rival 
traditions about where the apostles were buried, none of which could be established 
as more historically ‘correct’ than the other.6 The other suggestion, still supported by a 
majority today, starts from the observation that 258 is the second year of the Valerianic 
persecutions. In order to protect the remains of the apostles from the authorities, so 
the claim goes, they were temporarily translated to ad catacumbas.7 This paper aims to 
explore the likelihood of this second hypothesis, and the possibility to proceed beyond 
the somewhat frustrating conclusions of the former. 

Fig. 3: Buildings around the memoria underneath S. Sebastiano, third quarter third century. 



49Peter and Paul ad catacumbas: a Pozzolana Mine Reconsidered

Difficulties with the latter scenario have been noticed early on. Not only would 
it have been illegal and highly dangerous to relocate the apostles’ bones, but it also 
was unnecessary since they would have been protected from violation by law in their 
original place, a law that does not seem to have been violated by the authorities in any 
persecution. Kurt Lampe therefore suggests that not the apostles’ bones but only the 
commemorative meetings on their behalf were moved, and that it was precisely the 
pagan nature of the necropolis, which, together with the remoteness of the location, 
made the place ideal for inconspicuous and unsuspicious Christian meetings.8

Fig. 4: Buildings around the memoria underneath S. Sebastiano, end of third century. 
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Yet this characterisation of the area, which also underlies the translation theory, is 
seriously flawed. The area was situated close to the most prominent consular road, and 
right opposite a villa that may have been imperial already in the later second century, 
but definitively by the time the apostles’ cult was founded.9 Moreover, a statio of 
praetorians was situated somewhere between the mausoleum of Caecilia Metella and S. 
Sebastiano, and there is a high percentage of burials around ad catacumbas of imperial 
slaves and freedmen, and of members of various elite military corps.10 They suggest that 
the area may have been imperial or public property, and demonstrate in any case its 
regular frequentation by members of the imperial household and security forces. The 
site is therefore anything but inconspicuous, and arguably one of the busiest and well-
watched areas of the entire suburbium. 

The most serious obstacle to the theory, however, conspicuous as it is, has never 
been taken into account as far as I am aware: the implications of the filling of the 
sunken piazzola prior to the establishment of the triclia. This measure put an active 
cemetery out of use, which not only needed permission from the pontifex maximus 
(i.e. the emperor). It also afforded a considerable effort. The volume of the hole 
in the ground can be estimated at a minimum of some 340 m3, which, to be filled, 

Fig. 5: Outline of the Basilica Apostolorum and some late antique mausolea over the 
remains of the necropolis and memoria. 
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Fig. 6: ‘Scala del pozzo’ and its extension onto the memoria underneath S. Sebastiano, 
third quarter third century. 

needed about 680 tons of earth, or the load of at least 1700 ox carts. We do not know 
where the material came from, and it may not have needed long distance transport. 
Yet this volume would have filled over 10,000 panier baskets each carrying over 
66kg of weight. Assuming that the fill arrived over the via Appia, just offloading 
the material into smaller containers for transport to the site would have required 
between 22.5 (basket) and 12.7 (wheelbarrow) man days of work. To get the material 
over the 70m distance from the Appia to the site would have afforded between 32 
(wheelbarrow) and 40 (basket) additional man days.11 The fill would also have to be 
emptied into the void, the layers compacted at regular intervals, and the staircase 
extended from the piazzola floor level to the new surface. Even allowing for a 
high margin of inaccuracy in my figures, which have been calculated assuming an 
unrealistic minimum volume of fill, the building work was clearly not done in a 
day, nor without attracting major attention. Whoever initiated these building works 
would clearly have needed the consent of the imperial administration as well as 
access to some resources.

These observations rule out the story behind the translation theory and raise 
the question with new urgency: When exactly was this work carried out? And by 
whom?
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Fig. 7: Basilica Apostolorum with new access to the ‘scala del pozzo’; early fourth 
century. 

New Observations

The easiest explanation would assume that these works had already been completed 
when the Christian community established their cult site. But this is unlikely given a 
feature that I have not mentioned so far, a long staircase that ended in a shallow basin 
in front of a niche, conventionally called scala del pozzo (fig. 6).12 It is clear that the basin 
and niche – or rather the space, in which they are now featured – existed already before 
the piazzola was established, and access was maintained for over 300 centuries, first, 
when the piazzola was created at a level of 3m above the mine’s floor, later, when the 
piazzola was filled in, and even when the Basilica Apostolorum was erected above the 
entire site (fig. 7). 

Significant skills and effort had therefore been expended to maintain this access at 
each step, which is particularly striking since the basin and niche have not served any 
practical purpose. Following F. Tolotti, the basin is normally declared to be a well for 
fetching water. However, already its excavator O. Marucchi had observed that it was 
utterly unsuitable for the purpose.13 The water normally stood less than 60 cm deep, less 
than half the depth of another water basin of the mine that had been given up when the 
piazzola was established.14 It would have been simple to cut a bit deeper into the tuff, 
but this was not done despite the effort to maintain access. Moreover, water could not 
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Fig. 8: Mausolea around the piazzola, lower level, and ‘scala del pozzo’ with its late 
antique extension M. 

be drawn through a shaft from above. Rather, from the floor of the memoria, one had 
to climb down – and up again – some 10 m over 40 steps – the equivalent of four floors 
in a modern house, just to catch water from the smallish, shallow basin that was left as 
it was. None of this scenario makes any sense, and the explanation can only be some 
symbolic or ideological significance of the location. 

Considering that the Basilica Apostolorum destroyed everything in its way, the 
preservation of access to the stairs still at this stage suggests that this significance was 
related to Christian faith and/or cult – an assumption that is confirmed by graffiti that 
were scratched into the white plaster covering the end of the tunnel which are similar to 
the triclia ones but of later date.15 This in turn suggests that also those constructing the 
memoria piazza in the third century preserved the useless basin for religious reasons, 
raising the distinct possibility that already in the second century the architects of the 
piazzola attached the same significance to it. 

Here, we cannot discuss the possibility of the apostles’ actual burial in this tunnel, 
but suffice it to say that those preserving access to it against all odds must have believed 
they were there. If this is so, some unusual epitaphs also appear in a new light, which, 
viewed in isolation, would not necessarily have been conclusive as to their patronage. The 
only undisputed Christian inscription that dates to the time of the piazzola is a graffito 
scratched into the still-wet plaster of a lower chamber of Mausoleum Y (fig. 8) reading 
ΙΤΧΘΥΣ, ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’.16 Whether this graffito indicates that the 
entire tomb was under Christian patronage is debated. The only other inscriptions in 
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this tomb feature in the adjacent chambers. Those in the lowest chamber commemorate 
some youngsters who are all called Innocentius and also bear the names of the emperors 
of 238–244.17 The imperial names suggest a close connection to the imperial house, and 
the association’s name of Innocentii would not normally have raised any suspicion. 
However, in the light of the evidence for Christian presence, including in the same tomb, 
this name looks less likely to be accidental. The same is true for graffiti scratched into 
a loculus cover in another room of the hypogeum reading ΕΝΘΑ ΚΕΙΤΑΙ ΠΑΡθΕΝΟΣ, 
‘here lies Parthenos’ or ‘here lies the virgin’.18 Like Innocentius, Parthenos is used as 
a name, and one that does not have to be Christian. Equally, like innocence, virginity 
was a virtue worth praising especially of the young among pagans and Christians alike. 
Then again, the accumulation of ‘speaking’ names related to the morals of the deceased 
in this tomb is striking, as is the number of graffiti on the girl’s loculus and the fact 
that they were written by several different hands. While this may not be unique among 
either ordinary Christians or non-Christians (although I am not aware of any further 
example), it is definitively rare and reminiscent of graffiti on and around martyrs’ graves. 
Moreover, entha keitai is a rarer form of enthade keitai, a formula that is particularly 
frequent in Jewish epitaphs from Rome.19 

Outside of Mausoleum Y and in the walls of the former mine, there are further 
inscriptions of suggestive form and content. Another epitaph starting with a variant 
of enthade keithai commemorates Theonoë, who is described as pious, mild, chaste 
and wise. On its own, the epitaph would again not necessarily have to be identified as 
Christian, but in the given context, Jewish or Christian patronage is not unlikely.20 

In an epitaph in the wall next to Mausoleum X, one C. Ankotius Epaphroditus and his 
two sons praise their wife and mother Ankotia Irene for her love of god, of widows, of her 
husband and of her children – in this rather surprising order.21 While love of god (even 
in the singular) and certainly love of family are not in themselves suspicious, Dölger 
has shown that the unusual epithet philochera, ‘lover of widows’, like philoptochos, lover 
of the poor, was a Christian neologism, probably meaning ‘charitable’ more generally 
rather than an affection just to widows.22 While fish and anchors can be found in non-
Christian contexts, here the context speaks for their Christian significance.23 If this is 
accepted, fish and anchor on the epitaph that Epaphroditus and Irene had previously 
dedicated to their deceased daughter Ankotia Auxesis, and which is otherwise entirely 
conventional, may be regarded as Christian symbols as well.24 

This whole context further supports Christian readings for two early third-century 
sets of highly unusual wall paintings, one on the plaster covering the loculus of an 
eight-year old imperial slave called Atimetus that was recently discussed by Stefano 
Tortorella, and the other even more prominently displayed on the attic of Mausoleum 
X, for which Alistair Logan has proposed an intriguing reading as illustrations of three 
parables after the gospels of John.25 The picture emerging here is therefore one of a 
cemeterial area favoured specifically by Christians, although not used exclusively by 
them, already from the second century onwards.
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Conclusions

It is obvious that the really exciting questions only begin at this point. The aim of 
the present paper was twofold: first, to demonstrate that not only literary sources but 
also archaeology and context, including practical and economic aspects, are worth 
taking into account when trying to reconstruct the activities of early Christians and the 
development of their cult practices. Secondly, in the particular case of ad catacumbas, 
I hope to have shown that a detailed re-assessment of the archaeological and material 
evidence of the site results in new insights into the history of cult of the apostles Peter 
and Paul, the beginnings of which can now be traced back at least to the Hadrianic 
periods.26 I hope to discuss the implications of these results at greater length elsewhere, 
where I am not primarily interested in the apostles themselves and the notorious 
question of where they were buried, or indeed whether they ever came to Rome in 
the first place (which I find hard to deny). Primarily, I use this history as a route into 
a better understanding of the relationship between the earliest Christians and their 
non-Christian surroundings. That early Christians were not quite as segregated from 
the rest of society as some authors (ancient as well as modern) want us to believe, has 
long been argued, and becomes a more widely accepted view by the day. However, how 
this relationship may have panned out in actual practice has largely been a matter of 
more or less educated guesswork for the pre-Constantinian period. By tracing Christian 
activities, including the lead up to the foundation of an early Christian martyr cult in a 
specific context of other activities, and more specifically within a context significantly 
shaped by the presence of imperial staff and elite military forces, will hopefully give a 
bit more substance to our guesswork.

Notes

1 Leverhulme Major Research Fellowship (2015-18): Mapping the Social History of Rome: a topographical 
approach to action and interaction in an ancient mega-city.
2 Due to word count limitations, bibliography is kept to a minimum. On the site in general see esp. Tolotti 
1953; Taccalite 2009; Nieddu 2009.
3 See below at n. 17.
4 Marichal 1953; cf. A. Ferrua in ICUR 5.12935.
5 Carletti 2008, on ICUR 5.12907–13096.
6 Gerkan 1927, 297–299, appears to be the first to suggest this; for recent supporters see e.g. Hall 2014, 
187–206.
7 Duchesne 1886, CIV–CVII; Lietzmann 1915; Chadwick 1957, 41; and many later scholars.
8 Lampe 2015, 287–289.
9 CIL VI, 1107; VI,1215 with 4336.
10 Latteri 2002.
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