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OUR ROMAN LETTER

(By ‘‘ScorTus.”)

Not long ago an archaeological discovery of the
highest importance very opportunely came to turn one’s
thoughts from the turmoil and horror of the present to
the memories and memorials of tliose whe in days long
past lived and labored and suffered and died in Rowme
that Christianity wmight yrow and spread and flourish
throughout the vast Empire ruled from the City of the
Caesars during the first three or four centuries of our
era.

By a curious iveny ol fate these memorials owe
not only their existence but even their preservation
to the very institutions of that pagan sRoeme which
tried its best te crush the new Christian power that
had come to transform by precept and example the
crude and cruel sorial fabric buily up and imposed
on practically the whole world by half a dozen cen-
Luries of political success,

The fust of conguest burned fiercely in the veins
of the ancient Rowans: but conquest Tor conquest’s
seke Yo neither understood nor practised.  Rivals had
mdeed to be crushed, natioualities small and great to
Le absorbed, new outlets for commerce won from the
Irish Sea lo the Black Hea. But if Rome took away
much, she was alwavs ready to offer semething, if not
many things, i velurn-- civilisation, as she under-
stood 1f, community of interest, fellow-citizenship, =a
share in the secular glories thai time and fortune and
the red right haud of the couqueror had so well
knoewn how to focus on tire hanks of the Tiber.

Ta eflect her object, a net-work of roads connect-
ing the city with every corner of the Empire was
essential. As the Empire spread out to nerth and
south and east and west, new highways, cou\errriucr
from the cenire of (he ¢ily, led out towards all the
points of the compass, cach highway linked with a
name or names that had been made great by the very
fact of having laid it down, and each untivingly im-
proved and embellished ss something to be proud of,
from generation to generation, until pride in the great
highways leading to aud from the city grew into a
devotion liuking the living with the dead and handing
down to the yet upboern children of Rowme lasting
meworials of the rise and growth and gathering qmat
ness of their native citv. The chief mode of embel-
lishment was practical if peculiar.

One of tiie carliest laws providing for
fare of the eity, was that forbidding burials within
its boundaries. On the olher hand cemeteries, as we
understand them, were never very f[ashionable. In
course of events it had grown inte a sacred custom
with the Romans to lay their dead to rest along the
ureat roads that counected the heavt of the Empire
with its dependencies in many lands; and thus the
first sight the stranger had of the glories of the capital,
was that of an almost unbroken series of stately tombs
lining each highway for a distance of nearly twenty
miles frow the city, each monument being regarded
by law and costom as somelhing sacred, inviolable,
and venerable. The rich man had a sepulchre huilt
for the interment of hinself, Lis household and de-
secendants : and the poourer man carefully subseribed
thie customary coln from: year to year to the burial
club which would see that when his bones Lhad to be
gathered to rest they weuld find a fitting place in as

the wel-

stately a sepulchre as that of the millionaire hard by.

Cremation was the cusiom, The body being
burnt, the ashes were then collected and placed in a
small urn which was then laid in the sepulchral monu-
ment kunown as the eolumbarivm sdoveae), so called
because containing a number of little niches or nests,
like so many pigeon-heles, erected all round the walle
within, as the last resting-place of the members of the
famlly or club, one such columbarmm being known to
have contained the ashes of as many as 6000 human
Leings.

To the Christian mind there was always some-
thing repellent in the idea of cremating a body that
\}lollld one day rise from the dead to jomn the soul in
the kingdoms “of the Llessed ; and accordingly, it was
always a matter of Christian practice that the mortal
remains of the dead should be laid to rest with rever-
ence and respect in the breast of mother earth, just as
the dead body of the Master had been deposiled in the
fresh-made grave by the loving hands of the faithful
iew.

Wealthy Christisans were nob many, and burial
plots were costly. To meet the difficulby, the early
Christians freely adopted the syslemy of hurial clubs
that had been Tong in vopne i Rome. But wills a
difference. Cremation was not to be thought of, and
separate graves dug on the sinrface were unatfainable
by men whoese means were scant, and whose standing
was oflen simply that of a slave. Monuments above
grouud, then, were clearly out of the question, and
surface burial was imposzible for want of space.  An-
other plan was found. TFhe subsell round Rome is of
peculiar formation, spmething half and half between
rock and sand, sufliciently hard not to crumble away,
and sufficiently soft o be worked withoud much d:iffi-
culty.  The swrface of the burial plot was left un-
touched : but at a depth of some feet an underground
callery three or four feei wide and eight or fen high
was cut through the centre of the plot from end to
eund, and off thizx a number of cross galleries running
at right angles were cut as required, {ill the whole
extent. was & network of narrow  galleries,  dimly
lighted from above by a skylight here and there.
When the first series of galleries, the first, storey or
floor, so to say, was used up, a second storey was
excavated 1 a similar way some half a dozen feel
below the firsl, and this was followed as  oceasion
served by a third., fourth, and even fifth sertwes of
ealieries, the last at a depth of 30 or more feel below
the surface. each connected with those above by sels
of suilable stairs.

A series of niches or shelves, each the length of
the average man, was cut into the side walls of the
azlleries, to the number of four or five, one above
the other, each niche forming a grave. Tn a shelf thus
prepared, the dead body was laid to rest, the niche
was ther closed with slab and mortar, ,md the dead
troubled the living no more.

* kS 3 ¥* *

Famous beyond all others was the Appian Way,
the Queen of Roman roads, “because of the grander
scale on which it was consbructed, the greater magni-
ficence of the buildiugs and sepulchres which adorned
it, the greater variety of conqguered nations which used
it, and the number and celebrity of events connected
with it. The history of Christian Rome gives to this
same road titles of glory incomparably more solid,
just, and indisputable.” Tor it scon became the faver-
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