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The 25th anniversary of the City of David Studies of Ancient Jerusalem Conference 
is taking place during a time of war. Since October 7th, many archeologists have been 
forced to lay down their shovels and take up arms to defend the State of Israel. Another 
layer of dust has settled at the excavation sites.

The war is still in progress, and we pray for the safe return of all the soldiers and hostages. 
Nevertheless, the sacred work of exposing Jerusalem's past must continue. Precisely now, 
when so many people are questioning the most fundamental facts about the connection of 
the Jewish people to their homeland, it is our duty to raise up from the ground the remains 
of Jerusalem's ancient past and present them accurately and reliably to the whole world.

Hence, the significance of the City of David Studies of Ancient Jerusalem Conference 
is a testament to our commitment to preserving history. The conference is held annually 
by the Megalim Institute in collaboration with the Antiquities Authority and the Nature 
and Parks Authority. It provides a platform for the City of David archaeologists to 
directly present their findings and research to the academic world and the general public, 
thereby painting a reliable picture of ancient Jerusalem. This year, the conference delves 
into the depths of fundamental questions concerning the precise timeframe in which 
Jerusalem transformed from a small town into a major political center in the days of the 
First Temple. The findings of the excavations, together with special analyses carried out 
in various laboratories throughout the country, offer a new and fascinating solution to an 
issue on which researchers have been divided for years.

In addition to the City of David Studies of Ancient Jerusalem Conference, the Megalim 
Institute holds various educational activities to make knowledge about the City of David 
and ancient Jerusalem accessible. Hundreds of students study at universities in the 
institute's online academic courses.

The course books, written by Dr. Eyal Meiron, deal with Jerusalem from its beginnings to 
its destruction during the Second Temple period. The institute also holds courses taught by 
Dr. Eyal Meiron for guides in archaeology, the history of the Land of Israel, and the history 
of Jerusalem in collaboration with Haifa University's School of Tourism. The courses are 
enriched with updated materials that the institute prepares especially for them.

As part of the collaboration with the Ministry of Education, the Megalim Institute 
created new study programs and films this year that join the multitude of institute 
programs taught in history, Bible, and Land of Israel studies in high schools across the 
country. The films are uploaded to the Megalim Institute's YouTube channel and are very 
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The catacombs in Rome are a massive maze of narrow, long tunnels (corridors) carved 
into the bowels of the earth. They are located in several areas in the hills surrounding 
the fortified city, dating to the days of emperor Aurelianus (271–275 AD). Although 
most of the catacombs belonged to the early Christian community when it began to 
form, there is no consensus about the origin of the burial method. In any case, it is 
clear that in ancient times, the two communities, both the Jews and the Christians, 
who rejected the custom of cremation common among the inhabitants of Rome, 
adopted this method.1 As far as we know, before the use of catacombs, Jews and 
Christians in Rome did not have their own cemeteries. Few of them, who owned 
land, buried their relatives within their properties, while the majority made use 
of communal cemeteries where pagans were also buried.2 In this article, we will 
review the main points and will generally discuss a number of aspects related to the 
architecture and dating of the Jewish catacomb of Villa Torlonia.3

 � The Catacombs of Rome: General Background 

The rediscovery of the catacombs in 1578 caused great public excitement, especially 
among Christian believers, not least due to the explanation at the time that their 
establishment dates back to the first century CE and hence the context for the birth 
of Christianity in Rome. The assumption was that the Christian community in Rome 
lived separately from the general society and was under constant threat. Therefore, 
not only did the members of the Christian community in Rome choose to bury 
their dead deep in the earth, but the underground spaces hidden from view were 
also used for conducting religious ceremonies.4  Many of these views have long been 
rejected, and in fact, no unequivocal evidence has yet been found for the use of the 
catacombs before the end of the second century CE and perhaps even later, many 
years after the arrival of the first Christians in Rome. Moreover, in recent studies, 

1  On the development of burial methods in Rome, see Bodel 2008.
2  We shall mention here that next to the Christian catacombs of Marcellinus and Peter, a mass grave 
with hundreds of skeletons was excavated, dating with certainty to the first century CE, but without 
being able to establish the ethnic and religious identity of the buried, see Blancher et al. 2007.
3  The study of the catacombs in Rome is an extensive field of research with varied and rich literature. 
In this article, we have tried to provide as many references as possible for the interested reader, but due 
to the nature of this publication, it is not possible to provide all the available references.
4  Support for this is found in a number of textual sources from the third century CE, and on this, see 
Bodel 2008: 182–183.
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evidence is presented that indicates that both idol worshipping residents of Rome 
and Christians were buried in the same catacombs (Borg 2020: 412).
The accepted explanation is that the use of catacombs for burial ended with the 
conquest of Rome in 410 CE by Alaric, king of the Visigoths, or a little later in 455 
CE, with the Vandal conquest and the sacking of the city, while the last archaeological 
evidence of burial in the catacombs, in this case, the burial of a Christian, dates from 
535 CE. From then on, and especially at the dawn of the Middle Ages, some of 
the Christian catacombs in Rome developed as a center of pilgrimage and perhaps 
even as a kind of substitute for pilgrimages to the Holy Land,5 and the Jewish ones 
disappeared and were forgotten over time.6

Of the approximately 60 catacombs in Rome, five are identified as Jewish (Figure 
1). The discovery and initial exploration of these catacombs are closely tied to the 
work of the Maltese researcher Antonio Bosio, who was known as the 'Columbus 
of the Catacombs'. In 1602, Bosio stumbled upon a catacomb in a vineyard in the 
Monteverde neighborhood on the western side of the Tiber. Among his findings was 
a painting of a temple lamp, a clay oil lamp for lighting whose base is adorned with 
a menorah, and an inscription in Greek ΣΥΝΑΓΟΓ, indicating a synagogue of Jews 
(Bosio, 1632: 140-143). Since Bosio's research, the primary focus has been on the 
Christian catacombs. It was not until the 19th century that the rest of the Jewish 
catacombs in Rome were unearthed and documented.

5  Some of them stand out, such as the Catacombs of Saint Peter and Marcellinus on Via Casilina, 
over which the monumental tomb of Empress Helena, wife of Emperor Constantine I, was built. 
Moreover, the Catacombs of Saint Callixtus on Via Appia, known as the Catacomb of the Popes. On 
this phenomenon and in general, see Withrow 2014: 120–149.
6  Benjamin of Tudela mentions, after his visit to Rome, the burial cave of the Ten Martyrs 
 on a hill near the Tiber River, and he may be referring to the Jewish catacombs ,(עשרת-הרוגי-מלכות)
in Monteverde.
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 � The Jewish Catacombs in Rome: An Overview

After the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, the Jewish community of Rome, the one 
that developed in the shadow of the Arch of Titus and the Temple of Peace of Augustus, 
where the treasures of the temple were displayed,7 numbered at its peak several tens of 
thousands of people,8 and was organized in accordance with the traditional Roman laws. The 
center of Jewish life in Rome was concentrated in the synagogues. From the archaeological 

7  On the Temple of Peace (Templum Pacis), see for e.g. Rashna 2010.
8  The estimation of the size of the Jewish community in Rome is controversial and the numbers vary 
between 10,000–60,000 people. See Tacoma 2016: 61–62; on the subjects as a whole, see Roka 2019; 
Noy 2000.
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finds in Rome, and especially from the study of the inscriptions in the Jewish catacombs, we 
know of eleven such synagogues in Rome and neighboring Ostia, which were run as private 
and autonomous institutions. The system of laws that was practiced in Rome since the days 
of Julius Caesar undoubtedly reduced the place of religious associations and institutions in 
Rome for fear that they would threaten the state. To circumvent the Roman laws prohibiting 
religious associations and to avoid religious persecution, the diaspora community in Rome 
abandoned the recognized religious community organization, and its synagogues were 
classified as a type of collegium, i.e., an association of a legal nature. Such a communal 
organization even contributed to the ability of the leaders of the various communities to 
collect the annual tax - fiscus Iudaicus, which the emperor Vespasianus imposed on the 
Jews after the destruction of the Temple.9 It thus seems that, similarly to the burials in the 
Christian catacombs, the Jewish burials were also organized and institutionalized.10

The five Jewish catacombs in Rome arranged according to the year of their discovery

Name Year of 
discovery Name of the discoverer

Monteverde 1602
Antonio Bosio

Between the years 1904–1906 and 1909 they were 
re-documented in a systematic way by N. Müller

Vigna Randanini 1859–1860 R Garrucci

Vigna Cimarra 1866 G.B. de Rossi

Via Labicana 1882 O. Marucchi

Villa Torlonia 1919 R. Paribeni

9  On the tax itself and the importance of the synagogue institution in collecting the tax, see, for e.g., 
Lopez 2021: 199–227; Himstra 2009: 22–24.   
10  On the Christian collegia that dealt with burial, as a kind of kadisha society ((חברה קדישא, see, for 
e.g., Bodel 2008:232.
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Although the study of the Jewish catacombs in Rome does not provide a complete answer 
regarding the identity of the buried and the complexity of the Jewish community, it is 
undoubtedly a very important source of information, and a thorough investigation of the 
catacombs can provide answers to some of the intriguing questions regarding the development 
of the Jewish community in Rome, its complexity and character. First and foremost is the 
contribution ofthe hundreds of burial inscriptions discovered in the catacombs.
The five Jewish catacombs of Rome yielded approximately 494 burial inscriptions of members 
of the ancient Jewish community in Rome or of foreign Jews who were buried there.11 Most 
of them are written in Greek (about 75%) or Latin (about 24%), and there are also a few 
in Hebrew, Aramaic, and even bilingual inscriptions. This figure allows us to conclude that 
the Jews of ancient Rome spoke mainly Greek, and most of their names were also Greek.12 
Moreover, a statistical investigation of the collection of inscriptions from the Jewish catacombs 
shows with a high degree of certainty that the Jews of Rome adopted Roman, not Jewish, 
practices of writing burial inscriptions,13 which are expressed, among other things, in stating 
the age of the deceased and mentioning names that are not of Semitic origin. This refers to the 
members of the community, to the community elders, and to the synagogue officials. In this 
demographic context, there is even sporadicevidence of converts who joined the community 
and even children who were adopted, although this was not a mass conversion movement. 
Direct evidence of this was found in the inscription from Villa Torlonia, which is the object of 
our research. Carved in gray marble, this inscription is dedicated to a young girl named Irena 
(Εἰρήνη), a Greek version of the name Shlomit, who was apparently adopted by a Jewish 
family and is mentioned in the inscription as a daughter of Israel.14

 � The Catacombs at Villa Torlonia

The catacombs at Villa Torlonia were discovered by chance in 1919 during construction 
work at the villa. Upon the discovery of the burial system, it was excavated and documented 
with the financial support of Prince Giovanni Torlonia, under the scientific management 
of Roberto Paribeni, the chief inspector of archaeological excavations and museums in the 

11  In the renewed documentation of the catacombs at Villa Torlonia, inscriptions were recorded that 
appear to have not yet been published, a subject that is still in the midst of research and will not be 
discussed here. 
12  Leon 1927: 210–233; Leon 1928.
13  The subject of the study of names and inscriptions received a scholarly and in-depth discussion, the 
last one in three chapters by Rutgers, following Leon’s article from 1928 (Rutgers 1995: 100–209). For 
a general summary, see Rocca 2021.
14  For a discussion in Hebrew of this inscription, see Schwabe 1932: no. 44; Noy 2005: 390–391.
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province of Rome (Paribeni 1920), and with the collaboration of the technical engineer 
Augustino Valente and the architect Italo Gismondi. But even their assistance did not 
prevent the collapse of a part of the burial system, which forced Paribeni to collect the finds 
and the inscriptions quickly and without sufficient documentation. Nevertheless, already in 
this work, defined by Paribeni himself as a "provisional operation", he was able to determine 
that these were Jewish burial systems. Paribeni's findings served as a basis for Bayer and 
Litzman's research, whose publication, rich in content, was a reliable scientific basis for 
further thorough investigation of the system at Villa Torlonia (Bayer and Litzman 1930).
In 1945, 1946, and later in 1972, the catacombs at Villa Torlonia were the object of two 
restoration projects by the “Commission of Sacred Archeology”,, which operated under an 
agreement between the Italian state and the Vatican; as part of these projects, conservation 
work was carried out within the subterranean complex, and the entry complex was 
renewed. In the years 1973 and 1974, the research of the burial system was renewed, this 
time under the direction of the researcher and Christian clergyman Umberto Fasola, whose 
publications are a central reference to this day (Fasola 1976).15 After the amendment of the 
agreement with the Catholic Church in 1984, the Italian government approved the request 
by the Union of Italian Jewish Communities and acquired access to the Jewish catacombs 
in order to protect and preserve them. Four years later, in 1988, it was the Ministry for the 
Cultural Heritage and Environment, who assumed the responsibility and entrusted it to 
the Archaeological Superintendence of Rome (Vitala 2003: 47–48). In 2017, they began 
collecting the bones of the deceased who were scattered along the corridors, returned them 
in an orderly manner to the burial alcoves, and sealed the alcoves. This operation, which 
lasted about a year and a half, was done at the initiative of the ultra-orthodox organization 
"Atra Kadisha" under the leadership of Rabbi Hezekiah Kalmanovich, and under the 
auspices of the chief rabbi of Rome, Rabbi Dr. Di Segni. Together with the people of "Atra 
Kadisha," a team of conservators worked under the direction of chief conservator Amir 
Genach and under the supervision of Italian archaeologists Daniela Rossi and Marcia 
Di Mento. To our delight, the team that worked in the field invited us to join them and 
coordinate the documentation of the burial system.16

15  For a critical review of Fasola’s work, see Rutgers 2018.
16  The documentation and scientific research project of the burial system at Villa Torlonia is the 
product of the initiative of the first author of this article (Yuval Baruch) and is managed by him. Alex 
Wiegmann of the Antiquities Authority is responsible for the photogrammetric documentation. Or 
Zakaim and Oscar Bejarano, both employees of the Antiquities Authority, also participated in the 
documentation. The still photographs were taken by the Roman photographer Jacopo Brogioni, and they 
are kept in the private archive of the first author. We received assistance and support from the Heritage 



The Jewish catacombs at Villa Torlonia are located near Via Nomentana, one kilometer 
north of Porta Pia, one of the gates in the city wall from the days of Emperor Aurelian. 
The burial system is carved out of the local rock (tufa) and includes 37 narrow and long 
corridors that continue for a total length of about 900 m.17

Division at the Ministry of Heritage and Jerusalem and its director at the time, Mr. Reuven Pinsky, and 
Mr. Israel Hasson, the director of the Antiquities Authority at the time, and the rest of the budget was 
financed by the first author. The documentation project of the catacombs at Villa Torlonia was a case 
study from which the 3D (photogrammetric) documentation project of rescue excavations of heritage 
sites in Israel developed. Today, this is the mandatory standard for archaeological documentation in 
Israel. For the initial publication of the documentation project at Villa Torlonia, see Baruch, Wiegmann 
and Reich 2018; Rossi and Di Mento 2018.
17  Based on data from other burial systems, it can be assumed that here, too, the excavation of the 
catacombs was done by a group of workers who were organized as a kind of professional guild called 
ossores. See, for e.g., Withrow 1873: 135–132. 
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Figure 2. Villa Torlonia, the burial system plan (based on Fasola).

Burial room
Arcosolium
Ventilation shaft



For the purpose of documenting the burial system, we divided the corridors into six areas, 
marked with Latin letters A – F. The system includes two underground levels, one above 
the other: Corridors A, B, and C represent the upper system, while Corridors D, E, and F 
represent the lower system.18 Paribeni, followed by Fasola and most of the other scholars, 
stated that the lower one precedes the upper one, a statement that, in our opinion, is not 
based on solid facts. The internal connection between the two systems is made by a staircase 
installed at the connection point between Corridor 1C and Corridor 1E. The depth of the 
upper system is about 5–9 m below the current ground level, while that of the lower system 
is about 9–11.5 m below ground level. The system itself has two entrances that open to 
staircases that descend to it from the surface: a straight staircase leads to the upper system 
and the other leads to the lower system at the meeting point between D and E (Figure 7). 
As mentioned, this branched underground system includes a series of narrow corridors 
(width 0.7–1.0 m), their walls are vertical (at a height of 2–3 m), and their ceiling is flat 
(in the upper system) or convex (in the lower system). 3828 burial niches were carved 
along them, of which 3703 are open after being broken into by curious people, visitors, and 
antiquities looters.19 In our work, we determined the existence of several types of alcoves: 
the most common are narrow and wide alcoves, but there are also those that are relatively 
shorter in width, and even some in which a deeper layer was carved at the bottom for the 
laying of the deceased (Figures 3, 4). In some of the corridors, trenches were found carved 
into the floor. After placing the bodies, the alcoves were sealed, first with a built wall – 
bricks, roof tiles, and clay tiles, or with stones held together with cement and on top of them 
a layer of light plaster that served as a substrate for the inscriptions that were painted on it, 
and next to them symbols were drawn, such as lamps, the four species, holy arks and others. 
Inother cases, the alcoves were sealed with the help of different types of marble slabs, or 
with clay tiles, some of which also bore inscriptions and even Jewish symbols, especially 
lamps (Figure 5).

18  Fasola quite rightly called the upper burial system "the painted system" (delle pitture) due to 
the large number of wall paintings in it, and the lower one, the epigraphic system (la catacomba delle 
epigrafi), due to the large number of inscriptions in it. See: Dello Russo 2012: 14, note 58.
19  In corridor 3D, Latin numerals were recorded on the walls, which were interpreted as signs for the 
planning preceding the carving of the niches (Rossi 2018). A similar phenomenon was also recorded in 
other catacombs without elaborating on the subject.
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Figure 3. Corridor A2, looking south, photogrammetric model (Or Zakaim and Alex Wiegmann).

Figure 4. Representative sections across the corridors 
(Or Zakaim).

5
m

0
מ'

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

4 - 4

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

5 - 5

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

6 - 6

37.00

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

7 - 7

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

8 - 8

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

4 - 4

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

5 - 5

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

6 - 6

37.00

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

7 - 7

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

8 - 8

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

4 - 4

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

5 - 5

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

6 - 6

37.00

38.00

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

7 - 7

39.00

40.00

41.00

42.00

43.00

44.00

8 - 8



63*

The Jewish Catacombs at Villa Torlonia (Rome) – Notes on the Architecture and Datin

In addition to the thousands of burial alcoves, vaulted tombs (arcosolia), some with several 
layers, were quarried, as well as five burial chambers (cubicula) with a complex plan that 
included vaults and niches (Figure 8). The burial in the vaults, including those in the burial 
chambers, was done inside burial trenches covered with horizontal boards or in carved 
niches. Some of them are plastered with white plaster, and their fronts are painted in a way 
that imitates stone coffins (sarcophagi). The walls and ceilings of most of the vaults and 
burial chambers were decorated with an abundance of wall paintings, and they constitute 
a rich collection of utmost importance for the study of Jewish art of late antiquity. It is 
suggested that the burial chambers were used for family burials, likely of wealthy individuals 
of high social status, but this suggestion cannot be confirmed at this time.20

The entire system is underground and carved into the rock, so candles were used for 
lighting. In order to overcome the feeling of suffocation and to let fresh air in, five rounded 
and square shafts (luminari) were dug and covered with bricks (Figure 7). The shafts were 
installed at the intersection between the corridors. Beyond their role in ventilating the 

20	  In addition to the burial facilities integrated into the rock, fragments of marble sarcophagi were 
recorded. It is possible that they were also used for burial and perhaps even in areas outside the system, 
but due to the lack of additional evidence available for research, we will not deal with them except in 
this note.

Figure 5. A section of the closing of a burial niche, plastered and decorated with 
a pair of lamps of seven reeds painted in red (photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch 
Archive).
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system, the shafts may have played a role in clearing the quarrying waste and in planning 
the quarrying of the system by measuring the location of the intersection points on the 
surface.
The use of bricks for construction was also documented in places where the rock was 
damaged in order to create a more complete and flowing appearance of the walls, and also 
in some of the vaults, for example, in Corridor 6A, where the vault and the walls were built 
with bricks. Bricks were also used to build the staircases, especially at the entrances to the 
system (Figures 6, 10). The construction in these areas was done with various techniques 
of Opus vittatum mixtum. This construction method originated in the 1st century CE and 
was widely used in the middle of the 3rd century and especially in the 4th century CE.21

Even though it is one complete system, the installation of which was probably managed 

21	  For a brief discussion of brick construction methods, see:
https://www.ostia-antica.org/dict/topics/masonry/glossary.htm 

Figure 6. Entrance Corridor 6 to the lower system, view from inside the system 
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).
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Figure 7. 5E, shaft for ventilation and lighting covered in clay bricks, view from inside the system 
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).

Figure 8. Room V, a view of the northeastern vault (photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).



66*

Yuval Baruch, Alexander Wiegmann and Ayelet Dayan

centrally,22 in some places a unique and greater investment is evident than in the other 
parts of the system. This unique investment is reflected in the plastering of the walls 
with a grayish-white plaster bearing a smooth and shiny texture, perhaps with the aim 
of overcoming the gloomy atmosphere that results from the heat that prevails within the 
underground system and the dark brown color of the tufa rock from which it was carved.
This is especially common in the vaults (for example, the vault in Corridor 3A) and in 
some of the burial chambers (for example, Room VI). In addition to the grayish-white 
plaster, a dark brown plaster was also used which has a rough texture, imitating the color 
of the rock and giving it a more elegant texture (for example, in a pair of vaults in Corridor 
5C, Figure 9). Another example of the use of white plaster was recorded at the end of the 
stepped corridor that descends to the system from the west and before the intersection 
point between Corridors D and E, where the ceiling is plastered with bright white plaster 
decorated with two concentric circles. The exterior is grayish blue, and the interior is red, 
giving the ceiling a domed appearance (Figure 10). It is possible that some model was 
drawn in the center of the painted dome, but this is only a hypothesis that cannot be 
confirmed due to the state of preservation.

22  See note 10, above.

Figure 9. 5C, a pair of arches (one facing the other) plastered with brown plaster (photo: Jacopo Brogioni 
© Yuval Baruch Archive).
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The ceiling (Figures 11–14).–– 
In our work, we focused on two 
types of ceilings; flat ceiling were 
found in all of the corridors in the 
upper system, while in the lower 
system, convex ceilings were 
also recorded. In our opinion, 
the design of the ceilings of the 
lower system shows exceeding 
architectural attention compared 
to the design in the corridors 
of the upper system, as follows: 
for example, we found that after 
each group of alcoves, a smooth 
area was left (about 45 cm wide) 
as a kind of pillar, creating a pair 

of pillars one facing one another from opposite sides of the corridor. Sometimes, the pillars 
protrude from the wall line, and sometimes, these pillars are flat and in line with the wall 
itself. The vaulted ceiling between each pair of contrasting pillars that stand out from the 
wall line is carved as an arch. On the other hand, in the corridors where the pillars are flat, 
for example in Corridor D, a painting in white on the ceiling of the vault simulates an arch 
of stones. Therefore, when looking along the corridor it appears as an arcade of columns 
and arches.
The burial chambers.–– As mentioned above, five burial chambers (cubicula) were installed 
in the entire system, four chambers in the upper system and one in the lower one. It can be 
assumed that these burial chambers were used for family burials, but this is a hypothesis. 
In this article, and as a test case, we will focus on the description of two burial chambers 
that embody rich architectural details in their plan and which, in our opinion, also have 

Figure 10. A stepped corridor that 
goes down to the lower system, the 
ceiling of the corridor is plastered 
with white plaster on which 
concentric circles are painted in 
color
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch 
Archive).
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Figure 11. 2E, a vault "leaning" on the pillars 
integrated into the wall (photo: Yuval Baruch).

Figure 12. The vault "rests" on the 
integrated pillars, carved into the walls 
(reconstruction made by artist: Shalom Kweller).

Figure 13. 2D, a vaulted ceiling with a 
painting of arches (photo: Yuval Baruch).

Figure 14. 2D corridor, cross-section, vault with 
a painting of an arch (computerized reconstruction, 
Or Zakaim, Israel Antiquities Authority).



something to contribute to the issue of dating: Room l (Figures 15–17).–– This burial room 
was carved at the meeting point of three Corridors: 2D, 1E, 41D. Its plan consists of two 
interfacing spaces: the front (a) opens to the east to Corridor 1D, to the south to Corridor 
D14, and on its western side, a short and difficult passage, which connects to the back burial 
chamber (b). Two vaults were installed opposite each other in Room a, and in front of it, 
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Figure 15. Room I, looking west (photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).
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I, plan (drawing: 
Or Zakaim based on 
a photogrammetric 
model).
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Figure 17. Room I, sections
(drawing: Or Zakaim based on a 
photogrammetric model).



there are two vaults. As mentioned above, there is a corridor that opens to another burial 
chamber (b), square in shape (2.3 m x 2.1 m). Its height in the center is 2.9 m. On each of 
the sides, a vault is carved: on the western wall - a shallow vault without a mezzanine, and 
niches carved into the wall; on the southern wall - a double vault with another single vault 
above it; on the north wall - a shallow vault without mezzanine, and four niches carved into 
the side of the wall, one above the other. At the foot of the southern and northern vaults, 
inside the room, burial troughs were installed.

Room V (Figures 18, 19).–– This burial chamber is the most elegant of all the burial units in 
the Villa Torlonia system; it is plastered with fine plaster and covered with an extraordinary 
wealth of paintings, although this is not the place to describe them. The plan of the tomb 
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Figure 18. Room V, the 
interior of the room, 
looking toward the 
northwest corner
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni 
© Yuval Baruch Archive).

Figure 19. Room V, a 
vault in the north wall 
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni 
© Yuval Baruch Archive).



72*

Yuval Baruch, Alexander Wiegmann and Ayelet Dayan

consists of an entrance corridor (2.1 x 1.7 m), and a square burial chamber (2.9 x 2.9 m, 
ceiling height 2.7 m). Two deep and wide vaults were installed on the sides of the room, 
one on the northwest wall (width 2.25 m, depth 1.9 m, height 1.25 m); and the other on 
the northeastern side (width 2.25 m, depth 2.05 m, height 1.25 m). At its foot is a burial 
trough that was installed inside the room, apparently during the late use of the system. In 
front of it and next to the entrance, another burial trough was installed, apparently also here 
in a later stage of use of the system. On the south-eastern wall, the wall remained smooth 
and four elongated burial niches were installed on the entire height.
Cross vaults.–– Among the other architectural details of the described burial chambers, we 
should also mention their ceiling designed as a cross vault (groin vault), apparently resting 
on corner pillars. Cross vaults were also documented in the other burial chambers in the 
Villa Torlonia system, such as Room VI in Corridor 2A (the walls of the room are plastered 
with bright grayish-white plaster, Figure 20) and in some intersections between corridors. 
As mentioned above, the corner columns in Room ID are smooth columns that grow from 
a complex base and end in a thick torus (Figure 21),23 while the columns in burial Room 

23  Similar columns have been documented in other systems such as in Monteverde, for example, Rossi 
and Di Mento 2013: 46, Figure 23, as well as in Christian systems such as the pagan Christian system 

Figure 20. Room VI, a view of the interior of the room (photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).
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Figure 21. Room I, a column in the corner of the room (photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).



V are smooth and end with 
a carved capital in the style 
which imitates Corinthian 
capitals. The column system 
in this room is plastered with 
colored plaster and blends in 
with the elegant appearance 
of the room (Figure 22).

The use of cross vaults 
became common mainly 
in the 3rd century, and 
examples are known in the 
baths of Caracalla from the 
beginning of the 3rd century 
CE and those of Diocletian 
about a century later. The 
adoption of this style by 
the carvers of the system at 
Villa Torlonia is important 
for determining the time 
of its carving. Moreover, 
in several places on the 
ceilings of the corridors, we 
recorded white paintings on 
the dark rock, with the aim 
of emphasizing the ribs of 

the cross vault. For example, at a certain point along Corridor 2D, and especially at the 
meeting point between the Corridors 5D–3D corridor (Figure 23).24

Via Dino Compagni in Via Latina, dating to 360 CE, see Homer 2012 (thanks to Prof. Francesca 
Romana Stasolla for the reference).
24  Dello Russo indicates a similar phenomenon, in red color also in Vigna Randanini, see Dello Russo 
2015:17.
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Figure 22. Room V, a column in the corner of the room  
(Photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).



 � Dating

The dating of the Jewish and non-Jewish catacombs in Rome has occupied researchers 
since the dawn of their discovery but still remains controversial. Due to the lack of 
systematic modern archaeological studies and due to the state of preservation of the 
systems prior to their investigation, most of the dating is approximate. However, in 
recent years, with the introduction of the use of dating methods taken from the field of 
archaeological sciences, in addition to documentation with advanced technologies, new 
evidence is accumulating that may eventually lead to a breakthrough in the subject. 
The most important of these is a multidisciplinary study conducted at the end of the 
last century by a team of scientists from the University of Utrecht, the Netherlands 
(Rutgers, De Jong and Van der Burg 2002). Rutgers and his partners conducted a 
survey and documentation in the Villa Torlonia system, among other things with the 
aim of collecting samples of burned organic matter for  C.14 dating. The samples were 
taken from different locations in the system, from the clay that was used to seal the 
burial niches. The results showed a variety of dates up to the 4th century CE, yet, in this 
work, attention was directed to several samples from the lower system, which showed 
earlier results, as early as the 1st century CE. Hence, Rutgers and partners deducted, 
that the Jewish systems were used for the burial of Jews already at the dawn of the 
formation of the Jewish community in Rome and that they formed a prototype from 
which the Christian systems also developed.25 

25  The results of this study have been peer-reviewed, and this is not the place to go into detail.
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Figure 23. Intersection 
between Corridor 
D3 and Corridor D5, 
painting in white of the 
ribs of the cross vault 
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © 
Yuval Baruch Archive)
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At this point we will briefly review additional findings that, in our opinion, contribute 
to the dating of the system: African amphora IIC.–– At the entrance to Corridor 1D, at 
the base of the stairs, a fragment of an African amphora of type IIC was found (Bonifay 
2004: Figure 60.3). This type dates to the end of the 3rd century and throughout the 
4th century CE.  On the neck of the vessel there is a red painting of a temple lamp 
with five arms. It is commonly accepted that this amphora was produced in several 
production centers in Africa and was mainly used for transporting sausages. Additional 
amphorae were discovered in other niches: a pair of amphorae was discovered in a 
niche in Corridor 6E, one almost complete and next to it the upper part of a similar 
vessel, both of the type mentioned above, and because of this they also date to the 3rd–
4th century CE (Figure 24). Another fragment of a similar amphora was discovered 
in Corridor 8E.
Ceramic lamp: At the end of Corridor 2A, a complete ceramic lamp was discovered 
on the floor of the corridor dated by Rossi and Di Manto (2018) to the time period 
between the end of the 4th century and the 5th century CE. The uniqueness of the 
lamp is the relief decoration of the Christogram ΧΡ ( ), which is a distinctly Christian 

Figure 24. Corridor 6E, a pair of amphorae in a burial niche  
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).



77*

The Jewish Catacombs at Villa Torlonia (Rome) – Notes on the Architecture and Datin

symbol expressing the term "Messiah" - "Christ" in its first two letters. Another ceramic 
lamp, which deserves to be mentioned here, was discovered during the work by Fasola 
in 1974. In his excavation journal, Fasola recorded the discovery of a ceramic lamp with 
a menorah decoration on it, which was found by him in Vault 6A (Dello Russo 2012: 
14, note 58, figure 6). Despite the schematic drawing, some of the details are clear: the 
arms, including the central arm, are decorated with circles like a sort of button and 
flower, the base is concave, and on both sides of the lamp area pair of circles.26 It should 
probably be datedto the 4th or 5th centuries CE.

In addition to the lamp, and in connection with the Christian symbols, Fasola reported 
that in the same vault mentioned above, a discus-shaped rounded object was discovered 
(Figure 25). It was made of metal and decorated with a cross surrounded by four 

26  The researchers of the subject suggested that these two circles are nothing more than schematic 
descriptions of scrolls or Torah scrolls. Similar depictions of scrolls were found in most of the temple 
facade decorations recorded at Villa Torlonia, both as wall paintings and as a marble carving next to the 
burial inscription. In any case, this topic goes beyond the scope of our article.

Figure 25. Excavation diary with a drawing of findings discovered in Villa Torlonia 
(Dello Russo 2012: Figure 6).
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branches (palm branches?), below the cross were two Greek letters, one on the left 
side is Γ (gamma) and the second one, on the right, is copied as Ρ (rho), with the 
addition of a circle next to the foot of the letter. We suggest that it is the letter B, and 
between them the letter O. Dello Russo published the report verbatim and states in its 
context that it is a metal object that indicates entry into the system in the Middle Ages, 
after it had fallen out of use (Dello Russo 2012: 14, note 58, Figure 6). We read the 
combination of the letters Gamma o Beta as indicating a weight of two ounces (about 
55 grams: 1 ounce = 27.2 grams, a number that corresponds to the weight of the object 
recorded in the diary of Fasola g55). This object is a typical Byzantine bronze weight, 
which began to appear in the markets in the 5th century CE and was in circulation 
until the 7th century CE.27

Bricks, tiles and clay roof tiles: other findings with which the researchers attempted to 
date the catacombs in Villa Torlonia were bricks and tiles or roof tiles, some stamped, 
which were used to seal the niches after the body of the deceased was interred.28 It is 
well known that imprints on clay bricks and roof tiles are a distinct dating feature, and 
indeed dozens of such objects were found in all catacombs, including the Jewish ones. 
The collection of tiles and roof tiles stamped with the manufacturer's name, found in 
Villa Torlonia, is large and varied, and their time ranges from the reign of Augustus to 
that of Diocletian (from the 1st century to the end of the 3rd century CE). In addition, 
clay tiles with schematic decorations were recorded; among them, a group of bricks 
stands out bearing a three-pronged pitchfork-like decoration (6E) and a symbol of a 
swastika (3E), which was incised after firing.
It is widely believed that the stamped tiles and roof tiles, and especially the dated ones, were 
not produced for the Jewish catacombs, but were reused, and because of this, their value as 
a dating tool is less relevant and they provide at most a terminus post quem.29

27  Our thanks go to Dr. Robert Kool from the Antiquities Authority and Prof. Bruno Callegher from 
the Università degli Studi di Trieste for their assistance and guidance.
28  Most of the Roman tiles and roof tiles are rectangular and thick or rectangular and thin, stamped 
with a variety of stamps. Special, and especially noticeable in the collection from Villa Torlonia, are the 
circular marks indicating the name of the brick manufacturer (the supervisor), the production center 
figlinae and the estate praedium (where the clay came from). In addition there are those bearing the 
name of the consul who served at the time.
29  For criticism on the use of bricks as a tool for dating the catacombs, see Rutgers 1995: 95. 
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Gold-glass.30 This refers to a typical phenomenon of the sealing of the burial niches with 
bases of gold-glass vessels. The bases are all broken from complete vessels, leaving broken 
margins. To begin with, we can say that these were not burial offerings placed next to the 
deceased inside the grave itself, but rather a decoration of the grave from the outside, as a 
symbolic decoration whose meaning is subject to interpretation and perhaps also as an aid 
to identifying the grave.31 Most of the pieces of the gold-glass collection were discovered 
in the catacombs of Rome, both Christian and Jewish, and in total about 600 items are 
known, dating from the 3rd and 4th centuries CE. The decorations can be divided into 
two main groups: in the first group are portraits of people, commonly with family-oriented 
themes, such as a mother and son, or married couples with an intimate expression, and even 
scenes from the world of classical mythology. The second group includes decorative motifs 
with a religious connotation: scenes from the world of Christianity and depictions of saints 
- mainly Peter and Paul, scenes from the world of pagan beliefs, and in the Jewish context, 
decorations with symbols, such as the Menorah and the holy ark. Some of the items bear 
inscriptions in Greek or Latin, mainly slogans and blessings (Rufus 1959; Grig 2004: 204–
205). Some of them are associated with death and burial (Meredith 2015). As mentioned 
above, the vast majority of the collection originates from the catacombs in Rome, a fact that 
indicates the existence of a local Roman burial custom of breaking glass-gold vessels and 
decorating the outside of the tomb with bases broken from the vessels.
The collection of gold-glass vessels from the catacombs in Rome also includes fourteen 
items decorated with distinct Jewish motifs, two of which were discovered in the Christian 
catacombs and only one of which was found in situ at Villa Torlonia (Rutgers 2017).32 
This is the base of an open vessel, which was broken from within and was designated as a 
signature on the plaster wall sealing the tomb. The item is decorated with the figure of an 
infantchild sitting cross-legged. The child is wearing short trousers and is holding a branch 
in his left hand. An animal with long ears sits near its right knee (Rutgers 2017:97). The 
meaning of this scene is not clear and open to interpretation.33 
During our work, two additional glass vessels were recorded, which were affixed to the 
mortar as part of the sealing of the niches. 

30  Our thanks go to Dr. Yael Gorin-Rosen from the Antiquities Authority for her advice and guidance 
regarding the issue.
31  In addition to gold-glass vessels, other objects are known to have been embedded in clay such as 
ivory plaques, combs, beads, mosaic tesserae and more (see Barag 1970:99).
32  For the catalogue of Jewish gold-glass vessels, see Schüler 1966. 
33	 See Rutgers 2017:107–110.
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In Corridor 5A, we documented a fragment of a cup or bowl with a cut rim and sloping 
sides (conical shape). On the outer side there are engravings of horizontal stripes (Figure 
26, above). Below the rim are two pairs of stripes and perhaps there is another pair below 
the rim. Glassware of this type appeared for the first time in the 1st century CE and became 
common again in the 4th century CE. A glass vessel with a rounded rim, a relatively short 
(shallow) body and a sunken base was recorded in Corridor 8A (Fig. 26, below). This is not 
the first time that in the Jewish catacombs glass vessels that are not gold-glass are included 
in the sealing of the burial niches, yet in our opinion this is a new research topic and an 
addition that deserves to be included.34 In addition to this, the dating of the glass vessels 
that were discovered in situ both by Rutgers and in our work, and which date to the 4th 
century CE, has something to contribute to the dating of the system, at least the upper one.

 � Discussion and Conclusion

The catacombs in Rome are underground geographical systems for the organization and 
centralized management of thousands of individual graves, for the use of the Jewish and 
Christian communities that rejected the custom of cremation. The entire purpose of this 
method of burial is the utilization of the useless underground medium for another purpose 
instead of the surface itself, which remains free for construction and agriculture. An analysis 
of the system’s components shows that there is no adoption involved in this method or the 
development of new burial customs and it is actually a conservative system which preserves 
most of the architectural elements found in Jewish burials in ancient times, both in the 
Land of Israel and in the Diaspora, its main feature being the burial of the deceased in a 
sealed burial niche.35

In the plan of the system, we emphasized a number of architectural aspects that we believe 
have the potential to contribute to the chronological issue. This mainly finds expression in 
the design of some of the ceilings in the form of a cross vault, which is a distinct feature of 
Roman architecture of the 3rd–4th centuries CE. In addition to this, the finding of objects 
in situ such as glass vessels, amphorae, ceramic lamps and bronze weights, dating to the 
time period between the 3rd and 5th centuries CE, both in the upper and lower systems, 

34  Barag refers to Boldetti’s reports from the beginning of the 18th century. See Barag 1970:99, note 
5.
35  In her investigation of the Vigna Randanini's system, Dello Russo insisted on the existence of 
burial mounds, similar to the mounds that characterize the Jewish tombs of the Second Temple period 
in Judea. Without arguing with her interpretation of this phenomenon, we note that similar burials were 
not recorded at Villa Torlonia nor, as far as we know, in other Jewish burial systems, see: Dello Russo 
2015.
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Figure 26. Glass vessels with the sealing of a burial niche 
(photo: Jacopo Brogioni © Yuval Baruch Archive).
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reinforce the late chronological approach according to which the beginning of the use of 
these burial systems is not earlier than the beginning of the 3rd century CE, continuing 
until the 5th century CE,without being able to be more precise at this stage of the research. 
In this regard, we have to note that we accept the opinion that the stamped clay bricks 
of the 2nd century CE were reused objects. In addition, the dating results obtained from 
Carbon 14 tests should not be completely ignored, although the confirmation of these 
results or alternatively their rejection requires new tests, using advanced technologies and 
closer control over the process. It goes without saying that the late dating of the beginning 
of the use of the catacombs leaves open the question of the burial of the members of the 
Jewish community in Rome during the first centuries of its establishment in the city, and 
of course the question of the burial place of the first Christians also remains without a 
satisfactory archeological answer.
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