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wonderful excavations. The 

following interesting account 

of them is given in Dr. Man- 

ning’s work entitled “ Italian 

Pictures ” :— 
“Tnseeking for traces of the primitive 

church in Rome, we turn at once to those 

in the catacombs as being not only of the 
highest interest and importance, but also of 
unquestioned authenticity. Elsewhere we 
are perplexed by superstitious legends and 

conflicting traditions, in which it is difficult 
to extract the few grains of truth from the 
mass of error in which they are imbedded. 

But in the catacombs we cannot doubt that 

here the martyred dead were laid down to 
rest ‘in peace,’ and that the living sought 

refuge from persecution in these ‘dens and 

caves of the earth.’ 
Concerning the construction and early 

history of these crypts nothing is known 
with certainty. Some of the classical 

writers allude to subterranean caverns 
which appear to have existed and been 
inhabited from a remote antiquity. Many 
writers on the subject consider this under- 
ground city to be the result of quarryings 

carried on for the sake of stone to be used 
in building. More accurate observation, 
however, seems to show that the galleries 

are carried through soil which could not be 
used for that purpose. Others regard them 

.as pits dug out for the sake of pozzolana, a 
sandy volcanic material used for mortar or 
cement. Lastly, there are those who believe 
them to have been excavated for purposes 
of interment, and either in part or al- 
together to have been the work of the early 
Christians. 

It is only with the condition of the 
catacombs from the commencement of our 
era, and principally with the story of them 
during the few first centuries, that we have 
now to do. ‘That they were occasionally 

taken advantage of prior to those days for 
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the purposes of burial is evident from the 
pagan inscriptions found here and there in 
them; but probably the Roman world 
knew little of their existence, and less as to 

their extent. The outlaws of society, vaga- 

bonds, and thieves, hid in them, and kept 
the entrances secret. 

The catacombs spread in almost every 
direction outside the walls of Rome. The 
passages or galleries in them crowd together 
in some places like the alleys and streets of 
a city, intersecting one another in a network 
of endless entanglement and confusion, so 
that attempting to explore without a clue 

you are soon effectually lost. At times so 
densely are they crowded together that you 

wonder the impending crust does not break 
through and bury acres of them. Again, 

from this congested labyrinth passages out- 
strip the rest, and run off singly for a mile 

or more, to join some distant branch. Here 

and there ranks of galleries are found exist- 
ing one beneath another, and care must be 
taken, in walking through the topmost, lest, 

on account of the sundry holes met with 
where the intervening tufa has given way, 

the visitor do not inadvertently fall through 

into the regions below. The sides of all 
the galleries are thickly perforated with 

tombs, oblong horizontal niches—two, three, 

or even six ranks of them, one above an- 
other, from the floor to the roof, where the 

dead have been placed and sealed in ; and 
they present to your eye as you walk along 

an appearance something similar to the 

sleeping-berths in a ship; or, to use the 

words of Abbé Gerbet, you may look upon 

them as the ‘shelves of a vast library, 

where Death has arranged his works.’ 

‘Vast’ indeed the abbé may well term it, 

for the most experienced of archeeologists 

calculate the combined length of these pas- 

sages at upwards of nine hundred miles, 

and assert that above six millions of dead 
were buried in them ! 

Perhaps the most interesting are those


