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Imagine the torment that these poor souls had to endure to simply exist. All around them was torture, pain, suffering, 
and the ever-present possibility of an early and violent death. With no means of escape, the only viable option for 
survival became to tunnel down to safety. 
 

 

<< One of the many passageways, with crypts lining the walls in the Catacombs of St. Calixtus 

 
That’s right, down. Down beneath the ground. Into the tombs. But that is exactly what 
the early Christians of Rome faced in the first through third centuries. But with brutal 
persecutions at the hands of unpredictable Roman emperors, the Christians in Rome 
faced at times unthinkable gruesome acts of torture. Being fed to the lions for 
entertainment, being burned alive at night for light at the Colosseum to see the lions, 
crucifixion, and decapitation were just some of the ways these Christians faced their 
earthly end.  All hovered over the heads of the persecuted early Church, and threatened 
the early church’s existence.  For the community of a radical new religion like 
Christianity, it took a radical plan to survive.  

 
The solution?  To expand and hide in the Roman catacombs, the underground tombs of the city. Grizzly as though it 
had to be, the catacombs offered the only hope. Over time, hiding places abounded in this vast labyrinth of tunnels. 
Vatican City issue, Scott #55 through 60, celebrate and memorialize these extraordinary times. Numbers 55 through 57 
show the crypt of St. Cecilia in the catacombs of St. Callixtus and the Basilica of Saints Nereus and Achilleus in the 
Catacombs of St. Domitilla grace Scott#58 through 60. 
 

    
Vatican City the Crypt of St. Cecilia I, Catacombs of St. Calixtus, Scott #55-57, Oct 12, 1938 
 

The catacombs started 
innocently enough. During 
the first century under the 
persecution of Nero, 
Christians were not allowed to 
own land, and thus could not 
bury their dead in any  

particular area. This explains Peter’s body being discarded in the public Acropolis after his martyrdom, along with other 
first century martyrs. However, by the second century, Christians could own land. With it, they began to bury their dead 
in private separate areas.  Early Christians, being a tight lot as they were, often donated land for public place where 
anyone of the same faith could be buried. The catacombs were born. 
 
Unfortunately, persecutions were on again, off again during the first and 
second centuries, necessitating such life-and-death choices as hiding 
among the dead.  Generations came to endure hiding and worshipping 
in the catacombs.  Archaeologists debate to this day if people lived 
there, and if they worshipped there regularly or not.  However, it is clear 
some religious rites towards honoring the dead did obviously take place 
regularly in the catacombs. 
 
How big were some catacombs? Enormous does not begin to describe 
them. The catacomb of St. Callixtus, named after an important third 
century assistant to Pope Zephyrinus, is 12 miles long and features four 
layers. It’s importance cannot be understated. In it houses the remains 
of 16 popes, scores of martyrs, and thousands of Christians.  
Zephyrinus directed Callixtus to start the process of constructing this 

 
Crypt of St. Cecilia with her statue lying in 
repose 

mammoth catacomb.  Ultimately, the Callixtus catacomb became the official cemetery of the Church of Rome. 
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Panoramic view of St. Cecilia’s crypt 

The underground areas have many different twists, turns, and dark, 
forgotten corners. Two different areas stand out. One is the burial area 
known today as “The Little Vatican”. In this area nine different popes 
lay, dating back to the third century. On the walls of the Little Vatican, 
one can see Greek inscriptions for five of these popes.  Over two of 
them reads the Greek inscription “MPT”, the abbreviation for martyr. 
 
The second area, the area depicted on Scott#55 to 57 is the crypt of 
St. Cecilia. She is now known as the popular patron saint of music. 
Born to Roman nobility in the third century, she had from early on 
given her life to Christ. Despite this, she still was betrothed to 

 

another man.  On her wedding day, she informed her new husband, Valerianus, that she could not fulfill her obligations  
 

to the marriage due to her vow to Christ, and that she was 
actually betrothed to an angel.  Valerianus, being so impressed 
with her faith ultimately gave his life to Christ as well. However 
during subsequent persecutions, St. Cecilia was martyred, and 
her remains transferred to the catacomb of St. Callixtus. After 
her martyrdom, her body lay in her crypt this for approximately 
500 years before being transferred to a basilica dedicated to her. 
The crypt area since the ninth century has been covered with 
mosaics and painting. This includes a painting of St. Cecilia in 
an attitude of prayer, and a picture of Jesus holding one of the 
Gospels. Near it also is a portrait of St. Urban, and on the shaft 
to the left of the jam can be seen three martyrs: Polycamus, 
Sebastian, and Qurinius. 
 

 
Close up of St. Cecilia’s statue lying in “prayerful 
repose” 

 

    
Vatican City, the Basilica of Sts. Nereus and Achilleus in Catacombs of St. Domitilla, 
Scott#58-60, Issued Oct 12, 1938. 

 

Not to be outdone, the 
catacombs of St. Domitilla 
stretch 15 km in length 
underneath the city of Rome. 
Its length certainly makes it 
one of the longer catacombs, 
and by some accounts actually 
the largest catacomb.  
 

The Domitilla Catacombs are widely considered to be the best preserved catacombs. Its uniqueness also lies in the fact 
that is the only catacomb that in it still rests bones from the early Christian martyrs. 
 

The artwork is stunning; even today it shows the great faith and care that the early Christians had in the face of great 
tribulation and trial. Of all the catacombs in Rome, the art is far more advanced, sophisticated, colorful, and 
illuminating here than in any other catacomb throughout Rome. 
 

Saints Nereus and Achilleus were thought to been martyred by decapitation at the end of the first century or perhaps 
the beginning of the second century in Rome. In fact, some scholars believe that the Nereus that was alluded to in 
Paul’s epistle to the Romans is the same Nereus, although that cannot be assumed. Two stories have arisen to explain 
their martyrdom. One of them was that they were soldiers who gleefully resigned their commissions, swore allegiance to 
the risen Lord, and faced execution for their lack of allegiance to Rome.  
 

The second story describes them as eunuchs to the Emperor Domitian’s niece, Domitilla, who were executed for 
showing and professing their faith. Domitilla is thought to have ultimately donated the land that became the catacombs 
that bear her name today. 
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In the fourth century a Basilica with their names was erected over the grave sites of St. Nereus and Achilles. This 
basilica is pictured in the stamps of Vatican City Scott’s number 58 through 60. 
 

What became of these catacombs?  The first blow to the catacombs came in 380 when the Emperor Theodosius 
proclaimed Christianity as the official religion of Rome. At first, most Christians still wanted their loved ones buried 
next to martyrs in the catacombs.  But with time, it became easier to simply use above-ground Christian cemeteries for 
easier access. 
 

But the sacking of Rome, it became increasingly difficult to go to the edges of town with the entrances to catacombs 
have been placed. Especially by the sixth century going to the catacombs became a dangerous adventure, and because 
of that the practice eventually stopped altogether. 
 

And time marches on. Over the next 1000 years, the catacombs were simply forgotten. While the occasional band of 
invading Germanic tribes may have found the catacombs and explore the entrances, it also appears that they remained 
largely undisturbed. They were accidentally rediscovered by the Romans in 1578, and exploration began in earnest soon 
after. In the early seventeenth century Antonio Bosio spent decades exploring them, and wrote in 1632 his seminal 
work, Roma Sotterranea,  on his findings. In the 19th century, a more exhaustive work by archeologist Giovanni Battista 
de Rossi provided the most comprehensive map of the catacombs available at that time. However even in the 1950s 
more catacombs have been discovered. 
 

Currently the Catholic Church oversees the catacombs, but has delegated some of that responsibility to other like-
minded agencies who are more singularly committed to their preservation and upkeep.  Tours abound throughout 
Rome of many of the catacombs, keeping alive the history of the early Christian faith. 
 

Editor’s Note:   Currently, maintenance of the catacombs is in the hands of the papacy, which has invested in the Salesians of Don 
Bosco the supervision of the Catacombs of St. Callixtus on the outskirts of Rome.  Responsibility for the Christian catacombs lies 
with the Pontifical Commission of Sacred Archaeology (Pontificia Commissione di Archeologia Sacra), which directs excavations 
and restorations. Study of the catacombs is directed by the Pontifical Academy of Archaeology. 

 

New Digs 
 

    
Algeria, city of Djelfa . issued August 6, 2016 
 

Djelfa is the capital city of Djelfa province, Algeria and the site of 
Ancient city and former bishopric Fallaba, which remains a Latin 
catholic titular see.  The area is notable for its abundance of 
Neolithic rock carvings dating from 7000 to 5000BC. North of 
Djelfa town there is an imposing physical feature known as Salt 
Rock  that resulted from the erosion of rock salts and marls by 
rain. To the west of the town Megalithic funerary structures are 
found. Fallaba was important enough in the Late

Roman province of Numidia to become one of the many suffragan bishoprics of its Metropolitan Archbishopric.  In 
the 11th century, the Fatimids sent the Banu Hilal to the Tripolitania, Tunisia and Constantine areas against the Zirids. 

 

 
 

<< Peoples Republic of China, The Great Wall, sheetlet 
of 9 different no further information known 

 
Perhaps the most recognizable symbol of China and 
its long and vivid history, the Great Wall of China 
actually consists of numerous walls and 
fortifications, many running parallel to each other.  
Originally conceived by Emperor Qin Shi Huang in 
the third century BC as a means of preventing 
incursions from barbarian nomads into the Chinese 
Empire.   
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