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Origins of 
Christian Art 
 
 
 
 
The estimates vary but some peg it as long as 80 miles. That’s the com-
bined length of all the underground burial tunnels found just outside the 
walls of Rome that we know as the Christian catacombs. Another esti-
mate places the number of people buried there at over 500,000. 
     You may have learned in school that the catacombs were not only un-
derground cemeteries but that they were also used for Christian worship 

and for people to hide in times of 
persecutions. Those are stories 
that persist even though there has 
never been any evidence that the 
catacombs where ever used for 
those purposes. The locations of 
the catacombs were well known 
to the Roman authorities and, 
while it’s true that the Romans 
respected cemeteries and would 
have been reluctant to invade 
them to search for hiding Chris-
tians, it’s not likely that people 
would have sought refuge in the 
dark, absolutely claustrophobic 
and poorly ventilated subterra-
nean tunnels. Even today there 
are instances of tourists having 
to leave tours of the catacombs 
to ‘resurface.’ 
     For the same reasons, worship 

was not an activity conducted in the catacombs. Above the catacombs —
above ground— is where the early Christians gathered; first, in the cele-
bration of  funerary banquets held in honor of deceased relatives or 
friends and, second, in worship. In fact churches, until fairly recently, 
have always been associated with cemeteries. Under the floors of many 
of the old churches in Europe is a population of the “church triumphant.”  
     The Christians buried their dead in the midst of a pagan society that, 
for the most part, cremated its dead. The body, according to Christian 
belief,  is destined for resurrection. In contrast, there was no resurrection 
theology in pagan belief —only an uncertain after life of ghostly spirit. 
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Gallery of the Christian cata-
comb of Saint Callixtus, outside 
of Rome; 3rd or 4th century. 

The niches for bodies are called 

‘loculi’ and were sealed with stone 

slabs, inscribed with the de-

ceased’s name, dates, and per-

haps a prayer, symbol or image. 
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The bodies of deceased Christians were wrapped in linen and then placed 
in niches in the walls of the catacombs. The niches would then be sealed 
off with a slab of marble or stone. 
     While the catacombs were cemeteries and not gathering places it is in 
the catacombs that we find the earliest examples of Christian art. Entire 
cubicles or small rooms were painted with scenes from the Old and New 
Testaments and with other symbols. 
 
 
 
The origin of Christian images 
Kalimere, may God refresh your soul together with that of your sister, 
Hilara. [4] That’s what the words translate on a 4th century marble tomb 
slab from a Christian catacomb. But what’s interesting is not so much the 
inscription as is the image we see of a young male shepherd in a short 

tunic holding a lamb on his shoulders with two sheep standing on either 
side looking up at him. To the right of the shepherd we see a dove 
perched in an olive tree. On both ends of the slab are incised branches of 
a vine. The images look like doodling we might do on a pad during a bor-
ing meeting. The image would have been easy enough for early Chris-
tians to understand but maybe not so easy for us, today: “The souls of the 
deceased and his sister Hilara (the sheep) are commended to God (Christ, 
the “Good Shepherd”), who dutifully cares for his flock in the peaceful, 
refreshing pastures of paradise” (dove, olive tree, and vines).1 

     It’s a rich story as to how it was that early Christians came to use such 
images in their religion since Christianity is an outgrowth of Judaism, a 
religion that seemingly forbade the creation of representational images. 
Also interesting is how the earliest Christians came up with —or se-

 

3 
A 3rd or 4th century catacomb. 

There are many ‘rooms’ in the 

catacombs like this called 

‘cubicula’ that served as mausole-

ums for wealthier families. They 

are usually decorated with fresco 

paintings which form the earliest 

known examples of Christian art. 

2 
An artist’s rendering of a cata-
comb burial and the carving and 
sealing of the niches. 

The carving of niches was done by 

professional ‘fossores’ who also 

served as guides to visiting fami-

lies and pilgrims. 

4 
Inscription on a 4th century 
catacomb tomb slab. 

“Kalimere, may God refresh your 

soul together with that of your 

sister, Hilara. “ 
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lected— the images that we now identify as ‘Christian.’ 
     It seems, upon investigation, that the commandment given to Moses 
banning graven images was, in actuality, interpreted as banning the rep-
resentation of God only and not, in fact, the making of all representa-
tional images. Even the Ark of the Covenant itself was decorated with 
images. A Jewish synagogue at Dura-Europos from 244 A.D. has entire 
walls decorated with images of people, animals, and objects. So, it per-
haps did not really represent a radical change when early Christians em-
ployed images in their art. 
     But early Christians were faced with the problem of not having a rep-
ertoire of Christian images to draw upon. It was a new religion, after all; 
evolved from Judaism, yes, but with a different theology and some new 
stories. How did they solve this problem? 
    It may not have been much of a problem after all. The solution may 
have been very simply arrived at, solved in a very ordinary way. The 
Christian owners of the land under which the catacombs were dug would 
have hired professional diggers to dig the tunnels and chambers and pro-
fessional plasterers and painters to decorate the ceilings and walls (floors 
were left unfinished, perhaps as a cost saving measure). Church authori-
ties would probably have met with the manager of an artisan shop to 
choose, from among the shop’s repertoire of images, the ones most ap-
propriate for use in a Christian cemetery —much like people might 
choose a headstone design today. Certain images however probably re-
minded the catacomb owner of certain Christian themes —the shepherd, 
for example.3 

     It’s not surprising then that the young shepherd that appears on the 
tomb slab we referred to above has a precursor in pagan Greek art. A 
male carrying a lamb or sheep or other animal on his shoulders was a 
very common image in Greek and Roman art [6]. The image was adopted 
by the early Christians and given a new meaning: appropriately, the 
‘Good Shepherd’, holding a lamb on his shoulders. Grapes and grape 
vines were associated with the pagan god Dionysus/Bacchus but were 
employed by Christian artists as symbolic of the Eucharist. Portraits of 
the historical Jesus were not common in the catacombs or in early Chris-
tian art until late in the 4th century. He is almost always represented in a 
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Dura-Europos synagogue 

The oldest surviving Jewish syna-

gogue dated by inscription to 244 

A.D. The images are the oldest 

surviving cycle of biblical narra-

tives. 
www.sln.org.uk/re/syria/p14.htm   

6 
“Calf-Bearer”, ca. 570 B.C., 
Acropolis Museum, Athens; a 
votive statue of a donor carrying 
a calf to be offered to the god-
dess Athena. Such votive im-
ages were common in the an-
cient world. 

Christian imagery got its start 

through the adoption and modifica-

tion of pagan images. If we were to 

substitute the calf in the pagan 

statue above with a lamb we might 

very well identify it as the Christian 

‘Good Shepherd’. 
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symbolic or metaphorical way. 
Some of the first images of Je-
sus are as a young, beardless 
man wearing a typical Roman 
tunic, the image having been 
adapted from common Roman 
dress or the tunic of a philoso-
pher/teacher/god [7]. Except for 
some scenes of Christ working 
miracles, there really aren’t 
many images in the catacombs 
that we don’t find models for in 

contemporary Roman art. Most of the images have precursors in pagan 
art although sometimes modified to ‘fit’ the Christian story more closely. 
Even the pattern and division of spaces used on the ceilings and walls are 
similar to those found in catacombs owned by some pagans and Jews 
who also buried their dead.4 

     Many early church fathers railed against the use of images in the reli-
gious practices of the pagans —some were quite blistering in their criti-
cism— but that didn’t stop the use of images in the catacombs and earli-
est churches. However, the catacomb paintings didn’t appear until after 
the first 150 years of Christianity. There is a rich abundance of written 
work but absolutely nothing material has been found that suggests that 
Christians themselves created any art of any kind before approximately 
the year 200.  
     Why the absence of a distinctively Christian art during the first 150 
years? Why nothing and then, suddenly, something —a lot of 
“something”? 
     There is no explanation of which we can be absolutely certain. Some 
historians believe it was the gradual corrupting influence of pagan soci-
ety on the Christian practices of the common people if not on the Chris-
tian theology of the church fathers. Certainly, the promised, imminent 
return of Christ would have suppressed the urge to create lasting images 
so that could account for the absence of a distinctly Christian art in the 
first one hundred years or so. That Christians made use of images, how-
ever, is not only possible but probable. Paul Corby Finney in his book, 
The Invisible God, offers an interesting suggestion as to how Christian art 
more than likely got its start. He notes that Christians were not a separate 
ethnic group; there was nothing distinctive about them. They came to be 
made up of representatives of all levels of society and different ethnic 
and societal groups. The only thing they held in common were their be-
liefs. In every other way they were part of the Greco-Roman culture. 
They were, however, selective regarding that prevailing culture, accept-
ing those things that  did  not conflict with their Christian belief and re-
jecting those things that did. 5 

     Clement of Alexandria wrote a work around the year 200 in which he 
gives advice to his fellow Christians on what kinds of images to select 
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Marble sarcophagus of Junius 
Bassus, ca. 359. In the Museo 
Petriano, St. Peter's, Vatican 
City.  

Christ, represented by a clean 

shaven young “Apollo”, sits be-

tween Sts. Peter and Paul with 

his feet resting on the head of the 

Roman god of the universe. 
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from among those offered on sig-
net rings (often used to “seal” 
documents) and which to avoid. 
The ones he recommends —dove, 
fish, ship, lyre, anchor— would 
clearly remind Christians of Chris-
tian themes. Others, he suggested, 
should be rejected for conflicting 
with Christian belief —faces of 
idols (obviously), sword and bow 
(for Christians love peace), drink-
ing cups (because Christians are 
sober), and “images… of lovers 
and favorite prostitutes” (because 
Christians are pure). Acceptable 
and rejected images listed by 

Clement were all abundantly available on signet rings in marketplaces all 
around the empire so Clement was not recommending that Christians be-
gin making their own signet rings but to shop selectively. It is possible 
that ‘Christian’ art got its start through this selective purchasing of im-
ages –on signet rings as well as other objects [8] decorated with images-- 
already abundantly available in Greco-Roman culture.6 

     Only when some Christians near Rome began to own significant tracts 
of land and attain other material success were they able to pull together 
larger groups of people to support, for example, large scale projects like 
the catacombs. The catacomb images —around the year 200— became 
the first (as far as anyone knows) material legacy of the Christian faith. 
But even then, as we have seen, the images chosen, for the most part, 
were not new but adapted from the prevailing culture —the shepherd, for 
example.  However, we do find in the catacombs some specifically Chris-
tian scenes: figures of Jonah, Moses striking the rock, and some scenes 
from the New Testament including the baptism of Christ and some of his 
healing miracles. These aren’t borrowed entirely from the prevailing cul-
ture and do represent something new. But the point is that Christian art 
may have got its start from the application of Christian sensibilities in 
common business transactions. 
 
 
Characteristics of catacomb paintings  
“Sketchy” is how we might describe most of the earliest examples of 
Christian art, the frescos painted on the walls of the Christian catacombs. 
Only the most essential elements or symbols are included to help identify 
subjects. 
     Not surprising, maybe, when we consider the dark and dismal condi-
tions under which these artists had to work. They probably adopted a get 
it done and get out of there approach that could account for the sketchy 
characteristics of the images. If professional decorating workshops were 
used, and they most certainly were, then it’s likely the poorer quality of 
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A drawing of a ‘shepherd’ oil 
lamp 

 

 

Such lamps with pastoral scenes 

on them were very popular all 

around the Mediterranean world at 

the time Christians were determin-

ing what aspects of the prevailing 

pagan culture they could comforta-

bly adopt and which they needed 

to avoid. It is through such selec-

tive purchasing that Christian art 

may have got its start. 
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rendering was due to cost 
cutting strategies; instead of 
using more costly ‘figure’ 
painters the shop manager/
owner would have relied on 
his less skilled background 
painters to do the figures 
instead, and the overall 
scenes cut back to bare es-
sentials.6  

     There may have been some theological reasons as well for the sketchy 
characteristics of the catacomb paintings. The realism favored by the an-
cient Romans in painting was probably uncomfortable to the early Chris-
tians who saw in the art of Greece and Rome an over-emphasis on flesh 
and sensual pleasure. A more summary approach to rendering —the hu-
man figure, especially— may have been insisted upon by the Christian 
customer. 
 
     Image after sketchy image in the Christian catacombs recalls the 
theme of salvation, from Jonah and the Whale to the Last Supper —a 

prayerful expression of blessed hope 
in salvation and hope for a place at 
the heavenly banquet. The most nu-
merous scenes from the New Testa-
ment depicted are those which show 
Jesus working miracles, Curing the 
Paralytic, Changing Water into 
Wine, and Raising Lazarus from the 
Dead [10]. From the Old Testament, 
the stories of Jonah and the Whale 
[9], Moses and the Israelites Cross-

ing the Red Sea, Moses Striking the Rock in the Dessert, and the Sacrifice 
of Abraham are the most common. 
     To the occasional visitor —relative or friend of the deceased— the 
images would be reassuring reminders of eternal life for the deceased —
and for himself. ��
�
__________________________ 
 
1 James Snyder, Medieval Art—Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, 4th-14th Century 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1989), p. 15. 

2 Paul Corby Finney, The Invisible God, The Earliest Christians on Art (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 153-154. 
3  Finney 160 
4  Finney 99-110 
5  Finney 111 
6  Finney 153 
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“Jonah and the Whale”, 3rd of 
4th century catacomb painting. 

Compared to Roman paintings of 

the time, the catacomb paintings 

are generally much more sparsely 

detailed and crudely rendered. 

There are some, however, that are 

skillfully and beautifully painted.  

10 
“The Raising of Lazarus” from a 
3rd or 4th century catacomb. 

The subjects depicted in the cata-

combs of the Christians are nor-

mally those that emphasize salva-

tion —themes of rescue and heal-

ing; themes instilling a feeling of 

‘hope.’ 
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