
THE COMMEMORATION OF THE
DEAD WITHIN THE ROMAN
EMPIRE
AND ITS DEVELOPMENT THROUGHOUT
LATE ANTIQUITY

 example of 1st century Roman funerary monument, placed outside of
Rome by a major road, the figures identified as freed slaves.

 Catacomb of Commodilla, 6th/7th century, one of the first examples
of bearded Christ   

 Catacomb of Priscilla, earliest example of Christian catacomb and
earliest depiction of Virgin Mary with child (2nd century)

Before the 2nd century, it was customary that cemeteries be
located outside of towns and cities,  often being located on the sides
of roads heading into the city. This was to symbolise separating the
living from the souls of the dead. Bodies were more often cremated
than buried, and kept in ash chests or urns.

With the rise in Christianity came the change in how the
commemoration of the dead was handled. By the 2nd Century,
inhumation had become more popular, meaning catacombs came
into use.  The funerary art soon changed from
mythological/historical art to Christian imagery.

Our first example of a Catacomb
in Rome is the Catacomb of
Priscilla. Despite the change in
funerary art, the catacombs were
not restricted to only christian
burials. 
Rome also began to see a change
in how they viewed the dead.
Certain Christian figures became
Saints or Martyrs.

‘The bone gatherers’ discusses a pagan woman named
proba in the 4th century and her experience of
commemorating her deceased Christian daughter. Within
the tomb, she chose both pagan and christian symbolism to
honour both of their beliefs.  

  4th century depiction of St Paul
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