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GIOVANNI BATTISTA AND MICHELE STEFANO DE ROSSI AT 
THE UNIVERSAL EXPOSITION OF PARIS (1867)1 

 

 

In 2010, on the occasion of the X National Congress of Christian Archaeology, 

Giovanna Capitelli presented - and rescued from oblivion - the story of the facsimile 

catacomb designed by Giovanni Battista de Rossi and sent by Pius IX to the 

Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1867. Her work2 , which is part of a broader line of 

studies by the same author concerning the arts and archaeology under the pontificate 

of Pius IX Mastai Ferretti (1846-1878)3 , is still one of the main bibliographical 

references for reconstructing the work of Pius IX and de Rossi in the diplomatic use 

of Christian antiquities during the Expositions in Europe at the end of the 19th 

century. On the occasion of the new resumption of the studies on Giovanni Battista 

de Rossi due to the upcoming bicentenary of his birth, it is possible to offer here 

other information that contributes to the reconstruction of the story. 

 

The issue of the facsimile catacomb sent by the Papal State to the Universal 

Exhibition in Paris in 1867 was part of a larger vision of Christian archaeology and 

art as a political and cultural instrument, promoted by Pope Pius IX from 1850 

onwards, when the events of the Roman Republic, his exile in Gaeta and the push 

for independence that was sweeping across the Italian peninsula put the Pope's 

supremacy increasingly at risk. In this situation, papal propaganda focused on the 

exaltation of Christianity and the predominance of Rome as the pivot of international 

culture precisely because it was the centuries-old centre of the Catholic and 

Apostolic Church. Christian antiquity, through new excavations and studies, 

assumed a significant and relevant role in the cultural policy of Pius IX, who, from 

the 1950s onwards, promoted and financed considerable initiatives for the 

development of the discipline, first by making use of the work of the Jesuit Giuseppe 

Marchi4 , and then by seeking the advice of Marchi's student, Giovanni Battista de 

Rossi5 , who followed in his footsteps, surpassing him and "founding" Christian 

archaeology as a scientific discipline. In addition to the countless excavations in 

catacombs promoted, the official establishment of the Pontifical Commission of 

Sacred Archaeology6 for the study, investigation and protection of the catacombs 

and Christian monuments dates back to the first decade of the pontificate, 

 

1 This research is part of the project "LIT! Reception of catacomb art in European cul- ture and 
architecture between the 19th and the 20th century", of which the writer is CONEX-Plus fellow at the 
University Carlos III of Madrid [CONEX-Plus is funded by UC3M and the European Commission 
through the Marie-Sklodowska Curie COFUND Action (H2020-MSCA-COFUND-2017- GA 801538)]. 

2 Capitals 2012. 
3 Capitals 2011. 
4 Fausti 1942-1943; Fausti 1943; Utro 2011. 
5 This is not the place to go into the details of de Rossi's rich biography, on the subject we refer 

especially to: Baumgarten 1892 and Heid 2012 with his complete biography. 
6 On 6.1.1852: Utro 2006, p. 399. 

 
RACr, 97 (2021), pp. 319347. 
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and the foundation in the Lateran Palace of the Christian Museum with the 

Lapidary7 . Son of the museological experience of the Christian Museum of 

Benedict XIV (1740-1758), instituted in 1757 at the Vatican Library, and 

completion of the first Lateran museum nucleus implanted by Pietro Ercole Visconti 

at the behest of Gregory XVI (1831-1846)8 , the Lateran Christian Museum9 is 

configured (in the ideas of Pius IX, Marchi and then de Rossi), as an appendix to the 

visit to the catacombs, a help for the understanding of Christian antiquity. To this 

didactic intent10 , which for- sibly responds to Marchi's convictions regarding the 

relationship between art-faith-cultural and social formation11 , the arrangement of 

two rooms dedicated to the exhibition of large watercolour copies of the main 

paintings of the catacombs also responds. These were chosen to best illustrate 

Christian art and for the evocative and edifying power of the iconographic themes. 
These copies12 are linked to the nineteenth-century trend throughout Europe of the 

the use of casts and reproductions, authentic and/or lifelike, not only in museums, 

but also in schools, academies and private homes. Casts, copies of drawings and 

then, in the last decades of the century, photographs became the three 

complementary ways of recording archaeological works for documentation, 

conservation and exhibition purposes13 , assuming over time a scientific value, as 

well as, in Rome, the protection of the masterpieces symbol of the Papal State 

which, by monopolizing their execution, also managed and controlled their 

diffusion14 . The idea of a facsimile catacomb is part of the line of development of 

the practice of copies and casts for cultural purposes, which pro- prio in the Papal 

States was developed in the service of Christian archaeology thanks to a group of 

painters-copyists15 who were called by Marchi and de Rossi to the site of copying 

catacomb paintings for the Christian Museum and the editorial works of the two16 . 

In the Pontifical State under Pius IX, therefore, the design copy and the cast of 

antiquities made important theoretical and political steps forward, as well as 

technical .17 
In this period Giovanni Battista de Rossi already boasts a plu- 

in the promotion of antiquities in the Papal States18 , and since 1861 it has been 

is in charge of selecting the State's materials to be sent to the various exhibitions 
 

 
 

7 On 9.11.1854: Utro 2006, p. 398. 
8 Capitelli 2011, p. 75. 
9 Utro 2011. 
10 For a detailed description: La civiltà Cattolica, 1894, 5, VIII, pp. 567-576 and Marucchi 1898. 
11 Fausti 1942-1943; Fausti 1943. 
12 On Ruspi's work and copies of ancient paintings: Piccioni 2016, Samnibal 2019. 
13 On the subject in general and with reference to Christian archaeology see the 2019 monographic 

volume of MEFRA 131-132 and Mazzarelli 2013. 
14 As seen in the case of Louis Perret's "unauthenticated" copies of 1851: Mazzarelli 

2013, pp. 91-94. 
15 Like Carlo Ruspi and Tommaso Mainardi with the Etruscan tombs: Mazzarelli 2013. 
16 Marks 1844; de Rossi 1864-1877. 
17 According to a Roman tradition dating back to the seventeenth century and the copyists of the 

paintings of the Roman catacombs: Ghilardi 2014-2015. For the nineteenth century see Bordi 2008. 
18 Buonocore 2020, p. 353 and especially Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (hereafter BAV), Lascito 

de Rossi, 30, fasc. n.n. 
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international. Logically, Pius IX, after all the years at the service of the Vatican 

"propaganda machine", assigned de Rossi the task of representing - in the most 

spectacular way possible - Christian and Catholic Rome in the promising Universal 

Exhibition in Paris (fig. 1). 

When, in September 1865, the Pope received an invitation to participate in the 

event, which had been planned since April 1867, the experience of the Papal State 

with exhibitions had already been consolidated and the Dublin Exhibition had just 

been completed19 . Having accepted the invitation together with the Ministry of 

Commerce, Industry and Public Works, in 1865 regulations were drawn up and a 

large commission of experts was set up to select the exhibits and, as Minister 

Costantino Baldini clearly expressed to Pius IX, to ensure that "Rome, even though 

it was in dire straits, would continue to prove itself in order to maintain the honour 

of the supremacy which it has held for centuries in the sciences and the arts". The 

political aim of participating in the Exhibition was already expressly mentioned in 

February 1866, in a letter from Baron du Havelt to Baldini, in which he underlined 

the necessity of a grandiose presence of the Papal State, also in order to deprive the 

Italian pavilion of the exhibition space it would gain if Rome accepted the invitation 

.20 
 

Fig. 1 - View of the park of the Exposition Universelle in Paris (from Gautier 1867). 

 
 

19 Listed 1867, Introduction. 
20 Archivio di Stato di Roma, Ministero del Commercio, Belle Arti, Industria, Agricoltura e Lavori 

Pubblici (hereinafter ASR, MLLPP), b. 393, 28.2.1866. Ironically, in the first printed guides and 
catalogues of the Exhibition, in July 1867, the catacomb and the meteorographic machine of 
p. Secchi - i.e. the most prestigious pontifical pieces - appear erroneously assigned to Italy. The letters 
regarding the correction processes can be found in ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, 26.7.1867 and 29.7.1867. 
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It was precisely the objects pertaining to the study of Christian archaeology, 

brought to Paris to enrich the pavilion of the Vatican State within the Palais de 

l'Exposition in the Champ de Mars21 (fig. 2), which served Pius IX as 'capital' to 

display shortly before the fall of Rome, with the support of experts within the 

Commission Depu- tated for the organization of the Exposition22 . Giovanni Battista 

de Rossi stands out among them as a Councilor of the Advisory Commission of Fine 

Arts, assisted by his brother Michele Stefano, who had been working for years for 

the Chamber's Calcografia Camerale and the topographical reproductions of the 

Roman catacombs. 

What is exhibited in the Vatican pavilion seems to respond precisely to the 

desire to emphasize how technological progress (especially in the field of 

topographical measurements, printing and engraving, copying and casts) made in the 

Papal States is always at the service of the reconstruction and exaltation of the past. 

Both in the exhibition and in the catalogue, the individual works are presented in 

typological sections: among the original pieces, the commemorative medal coined 

under Pius IX for the rebuilding of the Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls after 

the destructive fire of 1823 is worth noting for its political and diplomatic 

significance. It23 contributes to the exaltation of the Roman workers who, under the 

government of the popes, succeeded in restoring one of the main basilicas of 

Christianity to its original splendour after an incredible devastation. 

A similar celebratory intent of the architectural works and the foundation of 

new institutions for Christian archaeology under Pius IX can be seen in the presence, 

among the engravings of the Calcografia Camerale, of the two folio volumes24 of the 

Museo Late ranense Illustrato by Raffaele Garrucci, the flagship of the Calcografia 

from the point of view of graphics and of Vatican museology for Christian 

antiquities. 

Above all, reproductions, sections and plates represent the archaeology of the 

Roman catacombs25 , all entrusted to the Pontifical Chromolithographic 

Establishment, co-ordinated by Michele Stefano de Rossi, whose great expertise is 

celebrated in this exhibition and whose leading role in the objective recording of the 

topography of the Roman catacombs is recalled. 

 

21 The pavilion was set up, giving priority to the facsimile catacomb, with a considerable delay, 
causing more than a few annoyances to the French: Capitelli 2012, p. 560. The practical organization for 
sending the objects in crates and then divided into packages dates back to December 1866: on the 23rd 
the space available to the State and the names of those responsible for the shipments and their route were 
finally decided: "It was confirmed the advice to send the engineer Sig.King Barlocci to accompany and 
assist in the opening of the packages [...] in particular of the Vatican mosaics, which are leaving divided 
into parts, of the machine of P.S. Secchi which is difficult to reassemble and of the catacomb of Sig.re 
Commend. De Rossi's catacomb, which is divided into many pieces that are not easy to put together" 
(ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 223, no. 938 - the whole process can be followed ibidem, b. 393, no. 23). In 
the very first days of February, however, urgent requests arrived in Rome from Paris to hasten the 
sending of the packages, especially those containing the pieces of the catacomb, longer and more 
complex to assemble (ibidem, b. 394, no. 173). 

22 Listed 1867, p. 132. 
23 Number 43: "Interior of the rebuilt Basilica Ostiense. The Commission in charge of the rebuilding 

of the Basilica had the conj engraved on this medal, in order to immortalise with it the memory of the 
rebuilding". List 1867, pp. 26-27. 

24 Listed 1867, p. 43, n. 10. 
25 There are also other facsimiles, such as the one of the Vatican Greek codex of the Library (Elenco 

1867, p. 69, n. 18) and the one of Trajan's Column in Palombina stone, 1.2 m high (Elenco 1867, p. 84, 
n. 56). 
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Fig. 2 - Details of the position of the inner pavilion and section of the garden of the Papal State in the Plan General du 

Palais et du Parc de l'Exposition Universelle de 1867. 

 

Christian underground cemeteries in the service of his brother's studies and his 

works, in particular La Roma Sotterranea Cristiana. The work of Michele Stefano26 

is often subordinate to that of his brother, whom he assisted throughout his life in the 

drafting of geological and topographical studies in support of the archaeological 

explorations, but on the occasion of the exhibitions it acquired a greater echo among 

his contemporaries. Indeed, the type of work to which he dedicated himself (not only 

surveys and plans, but above all the creation of topographical machines) was very 

much in line with the themes of technical development on which these international 

events were based, and this made him one of the main protagonists of the Vatican 

pavilions. 

The first materials you will find listed and described in detail27 are the tables 

chromolithographs depicting the restored basilica of San Lorenzo outside the walls 
 

26 Baruffa 1999; Salvadori 2012. 
27 Number 13: "Saggio di tavole cromolitografiche rappresentanti la basilica di S. Lorenzo fuori 

delle mura, ristaurata dalla Santità di Nostro Signore Papa Pio IX. These plates are prepared by Mr. 
Count Commendatore Virginio Vespignani for the edition of that basilica". List 1867, p. 48. 
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between 1855 and 1864 at the behest of Pius IX by Virginio Vespignani, who 

removed the Baroque additions, restoring the basilica's paleochristian appearance, 

with a work that was not very philological but had a strong cultural and 

propagandistic impact. 

There follow three machines invented by Michele Stefano de Rossi for mapping 

the catacombs, and some of the results of their use28 . Of the three iconographic and 

orthographic machines, only the first one, named "A", had already been presented 

and awarded a prize at the Universal Exhibition in London in 1862: it is a portable 

machine that makes the survey of plans and levels in underground environments by 

detecting angles and, through triangulation calculations, draws plans on a scale of 

one's choice, in addition to defining also the level jumps, as explained by Michele 

Stefano in his report to the Pope29 . Also the machine "B", completely new, is 

intended for the recording of plans and levels according to the same principle, but 

thanks to a greater speed and handling, it is able to record the levels. 

is suitable for surveying in the narrowest of corridors. 

An unprecedented tool for drawing cutaways and gallery walls is the "C" 

machine. On this portable frame a paper is laid out on which the artist is helped to 

draw very precise cutaways, combining measurements taken with the metre and the 

surveying mechanism of the machine itself. 

At the same time as the exhibition of the three machines, it was decided to show 

the effectiveness of their results by displaying in the window a small series of plans 

and sections obtained from their use, and in general intended by Michele Stefano for 

his brother's Christian Underground Rome and the Commission of Sacred 

Archaeology. These are two large plans measuring 1.5m long by 1m wide. The first 

is the plan of the cemetery of Callisto, which had already been presented and won an 

award at the Dublin Exhibition of 1865, executed with the "A" machine. The plan of 

Dublin is, however, for the occasion coloured and enhanced with the latest 

discoveries made during 1865-186630 (fig. 3). Very similar, but unpublished at the 

time, is the plan of the Domitilla catacomb, evidently produced by mac- china "B". 

The section of the staircase and of the main ambulatory of the catacomb of Callisto 

(fig. 4) closes the group representing the functioning of the last mac- china. 
This section concludes with part of the extensive archaeological and geological map 

of the suburban cemetery area including via Ostiense, via Appia, via Ardeatina and 

via Latina, also measuring 1,5 x 1 m, scale 1:2000 (fig. 5a). To this is added, as a 

visual appendix, a vertical cross-section of a segment of via Appia (fig. 5b). The 

large plan is very stimulating both for the Commissioners and for 

 
28 Number 14: "Ichnographic and orthographic machines. Three different machines of his own 

invention for topographical work in the Roman Catacombs". 1867 List, pp. 48-53. 
29 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, Miscellaneous: "It is a portable apparatus, which in the very act of 

measuring and determining the angles, delineates on the map the plan reduced and perfect in every part. 
In addition to this, on another map it even describes the rise and fall of the ground. This machine can 
give the plan in several reductions of your choice, obtains great precision in measurements; the time of 
its operation is indefinite, i.e., it never requires any reassembly, it lets you know the value of the 
measurements; it traces one or two lines at the same time and suspends them at the will of the operator to 
indicate the rooms or doors; it is used either by simply holding it with the hand or by fixing it on a small 
table with three feet like other topographic instruments". The author also mentions this machine in de 
Rossi 1860. 

30 Bulletin 1865, pp. 11-12; Bulletin 1866. 
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Fig. 3 - Plan of the catacomb of S. Callisto by M. S. de Rossi (from de Rossi 1864-1877, vol. II). 

 

Fig. 4 - Section of the staircase and main ambulatory of the catacomb of San Callisto by M. S. 

de Rossi (from de Rossi 1864-1877, vol. II). 
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the most cultured visitors, as it presents many diverticulae and cubicles unknown 

until then, and records for the first time both the hypogean and above-ground 

monuments, as well as the different geological formations and the trends of the 

ground, becoming material of technical interest for the whole Parisian exhibition. 
 

Fig. 5a - Plan of the Roman countryside between via Ostiense, via Ardeatina, via Latina and via Appia by M. S. de 

Rossi (from 

de Rossi 1864-1877, vol. I). 
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What is certain is that from de Rossi's letters it is clear that the plans and sections 

are not always useful to understand the practical functioning of Michele Stefano's 

machines. In a letter from Father Angelo Secchi SJ dated June 5, 1867, who shared 

with Michele Stefano a friendship and a common interest in meteorology, Giovanni 

Battista is informed of the Jury's visit to the Vatican pavilion and of the difficulties 

experienced by the Jesuit in operating the machines. The text31 illuminates 
 

Fig. 5b - Section of via Appia by M. S. de Rossi (from de Rossi 1864-1877, vol. II). 

 

 
 

31 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 229r-230v. 
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also on some organizational problems encountered by the main exhibitors in their 

relations with the Ministry, as well as on the very brief presence of the de Rossi 

brothers in Paris32 , which everyone hoped would be longer. Secchi complained that 

he had been poorly instructed in the operation by Michele Stefano and this did not 

allow him to contribute to the success of the work of the two brothers33 . 

 

The main attraction of the Papal State, however, is to be found among the actual 

structures that populate the park outside the Champ de Mars. It is in fact the 

reproduction of an ideal Christian Roman hypogeum with all its peculiar 

characteristics, a "prototype" of a catacomb in real size and volume, which proposes 

open and closed galleries, a cubicle and the main Christian burial methods, offering 

the visitor the experience of an untouched hypogeum. 

The protagonists of the affair are divided between Rome and Paris: for the 

Italian commission, Baron Baldini, Minister of Commerce and Public Works, his 

deputy Tosi and the Secretary General Grifi; for the French commission, the 

Councillor of State and Commissioner General Le Play, the Commissioner General 

Baron de Havelt, his deputy Viscount de Chousy; the architect Daumet; the 

assembly and dismantling workers Barlocci, a man trusted by the Ministry, and 

Commissioner Schedoni. 

In the conception of this work de Rossi has a primary role. With the intention of 

sending material that might also surprise the Parisian public, his first idea was to 

bring the large copies of the catacomb paintings executed by Ruspi for the Lateran 

Museum, together with many Christian archaeological finds from catacombs and 

churches, in facsimile34 . But already on November 11, 1866, the Ministry 

communicates to the Baron 

 

 
32 The texts of de Rossi's epistolary shed light on the dates of the brothers' presence in Paris between 

mid-March and mid-April 1867. It is thus possible to chronologically circumscribe the vaguest 
information provided by de Rossi himself in the only reference to the Exhibition in his Bulletin ("in the 
Universal Exhibition in Paris a singular relic caugh t  my eye" in Bulletin 1867, p. 77) and by 
Baumgarten 1892, p. 19. At first, the presence of the de Rossi was requested only when the assembly of 
the model was completed (as in de Chousy's telegram of 15 March, BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 85r) and at 
the opening of the event on April 1, 1867. Indirect data can however confirm that the two brothers were 
already in Paris on March 19, housed at 128 rue du Bac, where they received correspondence and above 
all various invitations, dated March 19 and 26, and April 6 and 12 (BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 93v, 110r, 
135r, 143r), while their return to Rome is dated April 19, 1867 (as can be seen from a letter from 
Wihlelm Henzen in BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 147r) after a brief passage in Switzerland (Baumgarten 
1892, p. 19). 

33 Secchi's meteorograph is the only object of Vatican origin to receive only critical praise and the 
Grand Prix, the highest honor of the Exhibition: Catalogue 1867, p. 55. Here is what he communicated 
to de Rossi on June 5 (f. 229r): "As for the Jury, today they came to visit your brother's machine, and I 
endeavoured to make them understand the purpose. I also set out to make it operate, but I found myself 
quite incapable. The reminiscences I had at other times were not sufficient to that effect, so those 
gentlemen were hardly persuaded of the utility and advantage. It was truly deplorable that his brother did 
not wish to stay two or three days longer, as many as passed between his departure and the jury coming 
to visit him. As for the topographical map, in every respect it did not belong to their class, and they 
observed it, but did not calculate it. I only remember that for the machine they said, that having been 
awarded a prize it would already be a reproduction...and I did not understand anything else". 

34 In a letter from the Ministry to le Play dated October 16, 1866 (ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, no. 164), 
we learn how de Rossi proposed to send "A collection of paintings, inscriptions and cry- stian 
monuments in facsimile of those in the Roman catacombs and other ancient churches of Rome, divided 
by centuries. 
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du Havelt that "Sig.re Commend. Giovanni Battista De Rossi instead of sending to 

the exhibition the collection of paintings et c. [...], for which the collection lacks the 

time, sends by order of His Holiness a model of a room of the catabe, which will 

occupy meters 4 = 25 in width and meters 5 = 60 in length; being the whole area 

occupied by this model of meters square 23 = 80. The height then is 4 = 25 meters, 

as you will see better from the sectional plan, which I enclose here. And the expense 

of this model is borne by the Most Holy Apostolic Palaces"35 . The official reason 

for this choice therefore seems to be the lack of time and, in any case, a clear will of 

the Pope36 . 

To understand the technical specifications of the model one can refer to the 

Giornale di Roma37 as well as to the report forwarded to the Holy Father regarding 

the works exhibited by the de Rossi brothers38 , in which one reads: "A life-size 

model representing a short ambulatory and a cubicle of the Roman catacombs in the 

state of perfect primitive integrity. Every sepulchre, every fresco, every sculpture is 

faithfully copied from life [...] The model is built in wood and lined with cork bark, 

painted canvas, plaster and ancient terracotta slabs; and the execution of the same 

model was carried out with the co-operation of Giuseppe Gnoli and Gregorio 

Mariani, painters, and Filippo Settele, a carpenter. The reasons for the concept and 

the arrangement of the single parts of the model by its director will be explained in a 

separate short paper"39 . They are therefore light materials, painted to imitate the tufa 

of the catacombs, to which are added original slabs "in terracotta"40 and plaster 

copies of marble epigraphs to close the false burial niches (see below). The cost of 

the whole model is, according to de Rossi41 , just under 600 scudi, covered entirely 

by the Sacred Apostolic Palaces42 . In honour of the Pontiff, who was the main 

financial backer, at the end of January 1867 de Rossi arranged for the complete 

facsimile to be set up inside the upper portico of St. Peter's Basilica, so that the 

Roman society could also see it before the final departure for Paris. On the afternoon 

of January 28th Pius IX also goes there and the event is described in great detail in 

the Giornale di Roma43 , which provides the general public with a description of the 

model. The Roman chronicler immediately recalls how it was the Pope himself who 

wanted this construction for the Exhibition. 
 

And this collection in addition to many Christian customs and ceremonies will still show the state of the 
arts. The collection should go back as far as the ninth or tenth century. In the same text we read that 
"Sig.re Ercole Ruspi 
= [...] A small fresco painting detached from the wall as a practical experiment of the method already 
used by Cav. re Ruspi, his father, which method is described in a special booklet. The painting is 0 = 40 
high, 0 = 37 wide". It seems legitimate to wonder if it is catacomb material. 

35 Ibid. 
36 We do not think we should give too much credit to the news reported by du Havelt in one of the 

various final reports of the event for the Pontiff in May 1868, which assigns the idea to the former 
French ambassador: "M. de Corcelle, ancien Ambassadeur de France à Rome, avait ardemment désiré 
qu'on est dans la Section Pontificale, un modèle des Catacombes". 

37 Giornale di Roma, 1867, 27, Friday, February 1. 
38 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, Miscellaneous. 
39 The reference is to de Rossi 1867. 
40 Probably tiles with minio-painted epigraphs, as indirectly understood from de Rossi 1867, p. 45. 
41 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, 15.2.1867. 
42 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, Catalog. 
43 Giornale di Roma, 1867, 27, Friday, February 1. 
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Paris and commissioned Giovanni Battista de Rossi, who received and guided him in 

the visit of the monument and its setting. From the same source we also learn that 

"in the following days the model was opened to the visit of selected people, and 

admired by all as producing a perfect illusion, transporting the spectator to the early 

days of Christianity". On 1 February 1867, the rector of the American College in 

Rome, William McCloskey, asked de Rossi to send "some tickets for some 

American gentlemen eager to see the work", while on the 5th of the same month 

Francesco Malatesta thanked him for "the kind notice given to me to visit the model 

of the Catacombs made for the Paris Exhibition"44 . The news of the preview given to 

the Pope and to the Romans soon spread, finding an echo in the following days in 

the Spanish press (see below) and in other letters to de Rossi from various parts of 

Italy45 . 

 

The international impact of the catacomb can be seen in the newspapers and 

popular publications of the various European countries, which are also influenced by 

the political positions with which they take both Roman Catholicism and the 

situation of the Papal States before its annexation to the Italian state. 

The tones of the Journal of Rome and the official publications of the State46 are 

always of wonder, appreciation and exaltation of the technique and knowledge 

flourished under the papacy, according to the well-known logic of propaganda. The 

Italian press, on the other hand, seems to have a tendentially skeptical approach to 

the value of the presence of the Vatican in the exhibition, but there is no lack of 

moderate praise for the work of the de Rossi. For example, the rich guide to the 

Exhibition published by Sonzogno47 , is critical of the material exhibited by the 

Vatican48 (with the exception of Father Secchi's meteorograph49 ), which was judged 

to come from an old state, in ruins, with no more ingenuity to show the world. This 

underlying sentiment is also perceived in the description of the catacomb, to which, 

however, the chronicler devotes more attention: the facsimile hypogeum can belong 

to no other state than the Papal State, and its appearance is sad, mournful, funereal, 

unsuitable for the festive celebration of human development inherent in the very idea 

of a universal exhibition. What is certain is that the Italian scholars appreciate its 

rigour and the scientific nature of its execution, which differs from the novels of 

hypogeal settings that were fashionable at the time. They agree that it stands out 

from all the other installations in the park, attracting visitors and leaving them with a 

vivid memory (fig. 6a). 

 

 
44 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 31r and 38r. 
45 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 42v. 
46 First among them, of course, List 1867. 
47 The Exposition 1867, also translated into French. 
48 Including the topographic machines of Michele Stefano de Rossi: L'Esposizione 1867, disp. 29a, 

pp. 230-232. For the papal pavilion inside the palace see L'Esposizione 1867, disp. 92a, 
pp. 734-735. 

49 L'Esposizione 1867, disp. 92a, p. 734: defined as t h e  only device that could hold high the now 
decayed technological honour of the Papal State. 
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Looking at Europe, the Spanish press, with its strong pro-papal monarchical 

ruling class, paid particular attention to the facsimile cata- comba from the first days 

when it was on display in the Vatican between January and February 186750 . From 

the Spanish newspapers one can see the exaltation of the technical and artistic 

capabilities of the Papal State and the almost total dependence on the news spread 

by the main Roman press organs such as the Giornale di Roma. 

 

 a. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. 

Fig. 6 - Engravings depicting the catacomb in contemporary prints (a. from L'Esposizione 

1867; b. from Grand Album 1868). 

 
50 Among them, see El Pensamiento 1867 and La Epoca 1867. 
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The British press appears to be directed exclusively to the facsimile catacomb, 

which, unlike the cultured English visitors (as we shall see), seems in general to 

ignore the Vatican installation or to treat it with ironic superficiality51 or fable-like52 

. A similar substantial lack of interest is recorded in American texts which often 

limit themselves to the simple listing of the catacomb among the attractions of the 

park53 . A more specific attention to both sections edited by the Stato Pontifi- 

This can be seen in the French press, which does not take a clear political stance 

against the state, and on this occasion is concerned with extolling French 

technical/artistic development. This is the source of most of the information on the 

"life" of the facsimile during the exhibition, on the visual impact of the catacomb 

and on its position in the park among the other installations. In the Album du Parc 

conserved at the Archives Nationals in Paris54 and in the official Grand Album of the 

Exhibition55 there are clear images of the artifact (figs. 6b and 7) which complete the 

few sketches in de Rossi's epistolary56 . There are also many plans that allow us to 

identify with certainty the location of the catacomb in the gardens of the Champs de 

Mars and the pavilion inside the Palazzo delle Esposizioni reserved for the Vatican, 

both near the southwest entrance to the park (fig. 2). 

Necessarily, most of the French printed production has the official character of 

a description of the whole event: in these documents (more often than in the popular 

press with a large circulation), we find useful notes for our reconstruction. As 

examples above all, two official reports mention the exhibitors who were awarded 

prizes by the international jury57 and all the practical details concerning the running 

of the event country by country58 . From the first text59 we learn that both de Rossi 

brothers were awarded prizes: Michele Stefano received the bronze medal in the 

12th Class, Instruments de Précision et matériel de l'enseignement des sciences, for 

the "Machine ichnographique pour les travaux des Catacombes"60 , while the papal 

government - and therefore Giovanni Battista - received the silver medal in the 90th 

Class 

Bibliothèques et matériel de l'enseignement donné aux adultes dans la famille, l'a 

telier, la commune ou la corporation, for the "Specimen des catacombes de Rome"61 

. 
 

51 As in Rimmel 1868, p. 228: "The model of the Roman catacombs with their fantastical design 
made of bones and skulls offers an equally gloomy aspect. Fortunately we find not far from it a machine 
which gives a more cheerful turn to our ideas". 

52 Salas 1868, p. 382. 
53 Blake 1868, p. 14. 
54 Archives Nationales, CP/F/12/11872/1-CP/F/12/11872/2, " Albums du Parc ". 
55 Grand Album 1868. 
56 Capitelli 2012, fig. 3. 
57 Catalogue 1867. 
58 Rapport 1869. 
59 In addition to Garrucci, who received honorable mention for the pictures of ancient paintings in 

his works in Class 9° Epreves et appareils de Photographie, in Catalogue 1867, p. 37. 
60 Catalogue 1867, p. 59. 
61 Catalogue 1867, p. 11. It is clear from a letter from de Chousy that, in July 1867, the jury had 

already awarded the bronze medal to the catacomb, which later became the silver medal after a general 
process of revision of the awards: BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 312r-314r. This process can be followed in 
ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, n. 23. Evidence of this medal can also be found in de Rossi's personal documents, 
in the files related to his professional achievements (BAV, Lascito de 
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Fig. 7 - Photograph and sections of the catacomb from the Album du Parc. 
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The final report was printed in 1869: in addition to mentioning - for the Papal 

State - the role of Giovanni Battista de Rossi as Councillor of the Advisory 

Committee of Fine Arts, and of Michele Stefano as one of the main contributors to 

the pavilion, it provides various statistical tables that give information on the total 

number of exhibitors from Rome (186), on how many of them were rewarded (51)62 

and above all on the size of the pavilion in the Palace (419 sq.m., much smaller than 

in other European countries) and in the park63 . The latter information shows that, 

compared to a dedicated park section of 346 sq.m., for the cata- comba de Rossi 

used 64 sq.m.. 

Apart from the official materials, there are reports of a lighter tone for the use of 

visitors and the curious, whose opinions can also be found in the missives sent 

throughout the year to de Rossi64 . The more widely circulated press, while 

considering the pavilion to be simple and not very innovative and considering Rome 

"the city of the past and not of the future" appreciated the possibility of visiting a 

fragment of the catacombs, whose name alone attracted crowds of visitors65 . 

"The foule" of visitors is confirmed in several texts in de Rossi's epistolary, in 

which there is mention of 500 visitors a day as early as June66 and of the need, 

communicated by the Sec- chi67 , to have the specimen visited "a few at a time with 

a guide keeper, because they would have smashed it in a few days if it continued to 

be exposed to everyone indiscriminately". In this regard, just June 27 du Havelt 

makes known to M. Cornu, juror of the class of relevance of the model, that the 

catacomb is "une des choses les plus remarquées de l'exposition et ou la foule se 

porte avec tant d'empressement qu'il a fallu mettre un sergent de ville pour maintenir 

les trop nombreux visiteurs"68 . For this sergeant, Emile Boulanger, du Havelt then 

asked Minister Baldini in February 1868, during the settlement of payments, to grant 

a silver military medal "car il nous a rendu les plus grands services pour maintenir 

l'ordre à la Catacombe ou la foule se portait en masse, tellement que las toiles qui 

décorient la porte d'entrée sont littéralement usées"69 . 

The detailed structural aspect and the internal decoration of the catacomb (fig. 

6) is taken from the epistles, as well as from the guide specially composed by de 

Rossi to illustrate the work to visitors70 . 
 

Rossi, 30, n.n., Offices - Commissions). Here we have the official letter from Pro-Minister of Commerce 
and Public Works Berardi who, on 4 June 1868, announced to the archaeologist that the Pontifical 
Government had just received the silver medal for "the model of the Roman Catacombs [...] chosen and 
directed by Your Excellency assisted by your brother, Mr. Cav. r Michele Stefano" and the diploma, the 
latter to be kept at the Ministry. The medal, however, was at the same time sent to de Rossi by the 
express wish of Pius IX. 

62 Respectively in Rapport 1869, pp. 446 and 519. 
63 Rapport 1869, table 8°, p. 440. 
64 As in BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 182v-183r. 
65 Gautier 1867, pp. 48-49, 151. 
66 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 217v. 
67 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 230r. 
68 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, 27.6.1867. 
69 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, no. 164. 
70 de Rossi 1867. 
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The short guide - or brochure, as it appears in the letters - was c o n c e i v e d , 

written and published some time after the opening of the Exhibition. There is first 

mention of instructions given by de Rossi for the distribution of his "news" on 11 

May 1867, after the event had already begun more than a month earlier71 . However, 

the search for a printer was still in progress, due to unclear misunderstandings with 

the organization of the Universal Exhibition. There was therefore a strong need to 

have a text to sell and distribute both in Paris and within the Exposition, and to the 

visitors at the door of the catacomb. 

It is in fact on June 7, 186772 that de Chousy informs de Rossi that the 

bookseller Hachette is working hard to print the text and that he believes the arrival 

of the first copies is imminent. He will be in charge of sending them to the author 

and to the first recipients, as well as of payment if de Rossi is satisfied. In fact, the 

first copies of the guide were delivered to Paris shortly afterwards, so much so that 

on July 15, A. de Richecour wrote to de Rossi that he had seen his "très intéressante 

brochure"73 , but that he was aware of de Chousy's plan to have the copies 

withdrawn because they lacked the initial plan (fig. 8), generating an estimated delay 

of three days. However, it seems that on July 20, the situation is already somewhat 

resolved if the guide appears for sale in the very park near the catacomb74 : on July 

24, in fact, de Chousy writes to de Rossi75 , who has not yet received a copy, that it 

has already been on sale for some time in front of the monument, and that the 

process of withdrawal, addition of the plans and resumption of sales has actually 

taken place in only three days. 

 

De Rossi's correspondence provides information on the installation in the 

Exhibition grounds and on the final appearance, which enriches the scarcer official 

sources. Working in parallel with the Ministry, which in spite of pressure from the 

French officials, is preparing to ship the catacomb only from February 16, 186776 , 

already at the beginning of February, de Rossi sends detailed mounting information 

to du Havelt and de Chousy who, on February 14, informs the archaeologist that he 

is doing his best to place the model inside the Exhibition Palace, to ensure a perfect 

preservation77 . He himself then communicates that the Imperial Commission is 

opposed to this project because of the size of the architecture, judging it better to be 

placed in the park, which also seems to satisfy de Rossi78 . It is easy to understand 

how its placement in the park could contribute to the best success of the installation, 

which the 

 

 

71 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 186r-187v. 
72 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 231r-232r. 
73 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 304r-v. 
74 As is clear from BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 308r-309v. 
75 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 312r-314r. 
76 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, no. 173. 
77 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 50r-v. 
78 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 59r-v. In fact, it is mentioned as early as the acceptance of the 

monument for display on November 29, 1866: "Monument des catacombes (sera placé dans le parc)" 
(ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 9380). 
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Fig. 8 - Facsimile plan of the catacomb (from de Rossi 1867). 
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Mr. Barlocci, sent by the Papal Government together with the model already packed 

in numbered boxes, of which he is well aware of the assembly order79 . He also 

informs of the construction phases since his arrival in Paris80 and it is he who takes 

possession, on March 8, 1867, of the area of the park destined for the catacomb: 

about 20x15 metres, of which he circumscribes 18x10 to be used for the construction 

.81 

Barlocci describes the way in which he will structure the model, which, taking 

advantage of the new location established in the external space, takes on a very 

different appearance from the one it must have had in the Vatican. Barlocci enriched 

the wooden and cork boards with an internal reinforcement, while on the outside the 

side of the entrance was left free of clods of earth and vegetation which, degrading, 

would cover the remaining three sides and the ceiling, creating a mound. 

Given the shape of the structure and, in particular, thanks to the "tumulus" 

elevation purposely created in the area destined to the Papal State and also visible in 

the period photos (fig. 7), the impression of entering an underground environment 

must have been guaranteed. The plan of the structure, which developed on a flat 

surface, is provided by de Rossi himself in his brochure82 (fig. 8, to which reference 

will be made in the description). 

 

 
79 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, no. 173, no. 1072. 
80 In BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 96r. Barlocci writes to de Rossi: "Having arrived in Paris the other 

evening, having stayed, as you know, several days in Marseilles, I immediately took care of the business 
of the Crypt. [...] I can therefore assure you that everything that has to be done for the best placement of 
your precious work will be done, and that the expense was not an obstacle. [...] (96v) [...]. It was 
therefore recognised as necessary to place his model in the Park, and to build a room for it. Yesterday 
evening we obtained from the imperial commission the cession of a very suitable piece of land, and 
tomorrow at noon I must go and trace the perimeter on the spot, in order to take immediate possession of 
it. [small drawing at side in the shape of an inverted U]. The idea established is to form a sort of mound, 
covering the brick walls externally on three sides with stones, earth, and plants. For the convenience of 
the slope of the earth, of the interstices that will have to be left between the walls of the wall and the 
interior of the monument, and for the sake of greater safety, the perimeter that I will take possession of 
tomorrow will have an extension of about 20m x 15m. There I shall therefore immediately set to work. 
Any day now [incomplete]". 

81 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 81r-v, 96r-v, 164r-v, 199r-v. On March 10, he says: "(f. 81r) The day 
before yesterday we took definitive possession of the land destined for your Exhibition: today we have 
finished equalizing the ground, we have enclosed it with a fence, and we have fixed the axis of the 
construction, which will be carried out tomorrow. The area that we have circumscribed is approximately 
18 m x 10 m. The portion of the monument will be as follows. In such a way that it is located with the 
front facing two streets coming out of the Palace. The construction will be, as far as the walls are 
concerned, of planks superimposed and supported by a solid framework; externally it will be covered on 
both sides by a slope of earth with clods and plants, so as to imitate a mound. The elevation will be 
presented thus. [drawing of plan and elevation] (81v) This side of the elevation will be that which will 
be left open in the construction, and which will be done after the pieces of the monument have been 
introduced. The work of raising the three walls and the roof will be finished, according to your rule, 
from the 20th to the 23rd of March, so you will be able to leave Rome, I think, on the 16th or 17th, that 
is, shortly after receiving this letter. You owe this much to her... from the task you received on my 
departure from Rome. As for the expense, building to rent, it will be nearly what you told us, that is, 
from 700 to 600 scudi, and I believe that it will be paid on the 25/thousand francs that the Lord 
Commissioner puts in his own. However, I think it would be better for you to keep this information for 
your own particular use. I do not wish to appear to have gone beyond my powers. Mr. Baron de Havelt 
has today approved the plan and the estimate submitted to him by the architect Mr. Daumet. An image of 
the letter is published in Capitelli 2012, p. 562. 

82 de Rossi 1867, pl. I. 
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The front of the catacomb, on the left side of which is the entrance, occupies 

almost nine metres and is decorated with a number of casts of Christian inscriptions 

set between the two entrance and exit doors. The visit follows a horseshoe-shaped 

route, entering on the left (A) and exiting on the right (I). 

From de Rossi's brochure83 it is clear that the aim of the entire small complex is 

to represent a few galleries and a "catacomb chamber" (a cubiculum), bringing 

together the main types of tombs and archaeological materials found frequently in 

the Christian cemeteries of Rome, and everything is expressly in imitation of the 

originals, even in size; the pieces and their arrangement aim to reconstruct, 

"synthesizing", the panorama of the Roman catacombs in their main features (Table 

I). 

The visitor enters Cavern A, which, as an entrance vestibule, is designed to 

represent an ancient sandstone quarry for quarrying pozzolan, therefore without 

tombs84 . Further on, one immediately enters Galerie B, which shows all the 

characteristics of tunnels for sepulchral use, as it appears regular, with vertical walls 

for the tombs and a clearly defined vault85 . The first sector of the construction is 

dedicated more to the catacomb environment than to artistic monuments. In fact, in 

the first intersection of galleries where Galerie B ends, defined by de Rossi as 

Quadrivium BC, small passages of corridor are reproduced, occupied by the earth 

from the various excavations of the fossori86 . From here, to the visitor's right, one 

proceeds to Galerie C, where the exhibition proper begins. This designation refers to 

the first half of the gallery, which is ideally divided in two by the entrance to the 

burial chamber. 

D. The gallery C87 presents loculus tombs on both sides. The side to the left of the 

viewer houses a series of copies of inscriptions placed inside a niche decorated with 

the ancient image of the Virgin of Priscilla. The setting of the niche is completed by 

the following inscriptions, which de Rossi presents with a wealth of explanations in 

his booklet88 . 

For the left hand side there are: Faustina dulcis bibas in deo (ICVR VIII, 

22445); pax tecum Urania (ICVR IX, 25622); Amerimnus Rufinae coiugi carissime 

benemerenti spiritum tuum deus refrigeret (ICVR V, 15402); Firmia Victora que 

vixit annis LXV ((nave)) ((faro)) (ICVR VI, 15609). 

In the opposite wall, another series of niches presents the following group of 

epi- graphs: one with only symbols (cantarus and dove); D.M.S. Florentius filio suo 

Aproniano fecit titulum benemerenti q vixit annum et menses nove dies quinque cum 

soldum ama tus fuisset a maiore sua et vidit hunc morti constitum esse petivit de 

aeclesia ut fidelis de seculo recessisset (ICVR VIII, 23087); Anatolius filio 

benemerenti fecit qui vixit annis VII mensis VII diebus XX ispiritus tuus bene 

requiescat in deo petas pro sorore tua (ICVR IX, 23793). 

 

83 de Rossi 1867, p. 43. 
84 de Rossi 1867, p. 43. 
85 de Rossi 1867, pp. 44-45. 
86 de Rossi 1867, p. 44. 
87 de Rossi 1867, pp. 44-47. 
88 de Rossi 1867, pp. 45-47. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Tav. I - Graphic reconstruction of the appearance of the facsimile catacomb (graphic reconstruction by D. Lombardo). 
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Immediately after the row of burial niches on the right, there is the entrance to 

the core of the m o n u m e n t ,  t h e  Chambre D, which is meant to represent 

in small scale all the cubicles of the Roman cata- combe89 . The whole chamber is 

painted with reproductions of frescoes of various origins (in particular from St. 

Callistus), although the real monumental attraction is the large central skylight, 

which in shape and size reproduces the much more famous one of Callistus, well 

known at the time of Pius IX. As far as its decoration is concerned, instead, to the 

paintings of the original Callistus is added, in the upper part, a scene of the 

resurrection of Lazarus from the third century, taken from a nearby cubicle90 . After 

listing the scenes wall by wall (on the back wall, a Good Shepherd, Moses beating 

the cliff from Priscilla, and the multiplication of the loaves from Domitilla; on the 

right wall a fisherman from Callisto, two birds and two trees in a para- scious 

setting; on the left wall one of the fish bearing loaves from Callisto, two sheep on 

either side of a cippus with a vase)91 , de Rossi goes on to a long explanation of the 

symbolism of the individual images presented92 and their classical heritage93 . A 

similar richness in the description and scientific explanation is devoted to the three 

arcosoli in the three closed walls94 . Each of these is decorated not only with various 

p a i n t i n g s , but also with an inscribed sarcophagus and mensa. On the closure of 

the sarcophagus with the Good Shepherd and the deceased in the centre of the 

arcosolium E, one can read Blastiane pax tecum (ICVR IV, 9388), taken from 

another sarcophagus of Callisto; in the back lunette one can see a Good Shepherd, in 

the sub- arch Moses beating the rock and a multiplication of the loaves. The lunette 

of the archolium F is decorated with three praying deceased, the arch has tragic 

masks and festoons and on the mensa one can read the inscription Octaviae 

Matronae viduae dei (ICVR I, 1705). In the arcosolium G, without inscriptions, the 

paintings are assembled in a fantasy way to reproduce paradisiacal symbols with 

trees, views of gardens, birds 
and a cross-shaped trunk. 

Leaving the cubicle, which constitutes the physical and conceptual centre of the 

monument, the visitor takes the Galerie H, the last decorated part, on the right. On 

both right and left are reconstructed a series of burial niches with very significant 

inscriptions, all of which are translated into French in the guide and are often 

explained with references to de Rossi's scientific publications95 . These are decesit 

Serotina pridie kal mar tias m X dier XX Diocl VI (ICVR VII, 17417); dp Lucifere 

coiugi dulcissime omne dulcitudinem cum luctu maxime marito reliquisset meruit 

titulu inscribi ut quisque de fratribus legerit roget deu ut sancto et innocenti spirito 

ad deum suscipiatur que vixit annos XXII mes n IIII dies VI (ICVR I, 1677); 

Aurelius Agapetus et Aurelia Felicis sima alumne Felicitati dignissimae que vicsit 

anis XXX et VI et pete pro Celsinianu coiugem (ICVR IX, 23926). 

 

 
89 de Rossi 1867, pp. 47-54. 
90 de Rossi 1867, pp. 45-47. 
91 de Rossi 1867, p. 48. 
92 de Rossi 1867, p. 49. 
93 de Rossi 1867, p. 50. 
94 de Rossi 1867, pp. 50-53. 
95 de Rossi 1867, pp. 54-58. 
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In this last gallery, on the right wall, we find at the bottom pete pro parentes 

tuos matronata Matrona que vixit an I of LII (ICVR I, 1692), while at the top there 

is the only Greek inscription of the model: EPMAICKE ΦΩC ZHC EN ΘEΩ 

KYREIΩ XPEISTΩ ANNΩROYM X MHCΩPOYM ΣEHTE. Certainly the main 

attraction of this concluding section is the second loculus96 , which bears the ribbon 

inscription Saxsonia in pace benemerenti in domo eterna die X (ICVR II, 6319), in 

the centre a figured marble slab (with Moses, the Good Shepherd and the 

resurrection of Lazarus), at the corner of which a hole opens to allow visitors to look 

inside the loculus, in which is placed the perfect imitation of a deceased body found 

in San Callisto. 

At the end of this brief guide by de Rossi, some valid considerations can be 

made both for the "brochure" and for the whole experiment. The writing has a 

threefold purpose: the scientific one, since here de Rossi concentrates, with 

immediate language, all the up-to-date, objective and archaeologically proven 

knowledge from his excavations and works on the Christian catacombs of Rome in a 

period in which the "fictional" paleo-Christianity was spreading with great success 

among the various segments of the population throughout Europe. Such an operation 

of "bringing back to reality" the narrative around the Roman catacombs can also be 

seen in the model itself, which does not deviate from the originals and does not 

hesitate to recreate anything other than reality. Obviously linked to this is the second 

intention, namely the didactic one, pursued both within the booklet (in which de 

Rossi does not spare translations of the epigraphs, detailed explanations of the 

iconographies, historical and edifying digressions) and through the model: the 

facsimile of the monument is at the service of students, academies and generally 

interested visitors97 . Both the visitors98 and the jury and the organizing committee of 

the Exhibition were aware of the educational intentions of the monument: on July 

24th 1867, de Chousy informed de Rossi99 that, during the evaluation phase for the 

assignment of the medals, the catacomb was considered as an instrument for 

teaching historical science. It was in fact awarded in Class 90 - Bibliothèques et 

matériel de l'enseignement donné aux adultes dans la famille, l'atelier, la commune 

ou la cor poration100 . 
Lastly, as often repeated by de Rossi101 , the fake catacomb represents a 

Christian underground cemetery in Rome exclusively between the second and third 

centuries, that is to say before the Peace of the Church. The choice of presenting the 

catacombs in the "centuries of persecutions" takes on a symbolic-political 

significance at this historical juncture: the church of Pius IX, faced with the events 

that undermine the foundations of its secular power, is now in a position to take on a 

new role. 

 
 

96 de Rossi 1867, pp. 57-58. 
97 Edges 2008; Blake 2010. 
98 As testified by admiring missives sent to de Rossi in the months leading up to the event and, in 

particular, by a letter from E. Egger dated 14 June 1867 in which, among other things, we read: 
"Aujourd'hui même je me propose de visiter enfin, a l'exposition, le specimen des Catacombes romaines, 
qui vous avez si bien préparé pour nous intéresser et nous instruire". BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 255r. 

99 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 312r-314r, in particular f. 313v. 
100 Catalogue 1867, Groupe X, pp. 9-11. 
101 de Rossi 1867, pp. 48, 58. 
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and prestige over souls, is identified through the work of de Rossi with the church 

persecuted from its origins, and as such presents itself to Europe102 . 

 
The main idea of any exhibition - apart from gaining visibility and prestige - is 

to sell the exhibits, and the Catacomb of Pius IX, with all its political implications, is 

no exception. In de Rossi's epistolary there are references from the very beginning of 

the event to the idea of selling the model at the end of the exhibition and to its 

possible price. Even as early as 7 June, de Chousy warned him that two Roman 

artists (Poggi and Pasciutti) would like to copy some parts of the catacomb in order 

to photograph them and distribute them to the public, and reminded him that the 

success and sale of the object required all kinds of publicity103 . 

From de Rossi's private documents and those of the Ministry we learn that the 

question of the sale follows two parallel and irreconcilable paths. On 29th April 

1867 Barlocci informed de Rossi that "Today I brought an English gentleman who 

came to visit the Catacombs on behalf of D.r Northcote (Rector) S. Mary's Oscott 

near Birmingham, and it seems that he intends to buy them at the end of the 

Exhibition. I well explained to him the facility there is of disassembling and packing 

all the pieces, in order to tra- sport them in the same manner as they came from 

Rome. This was the purpose of the visit made by the said English Lord to the 

Catacombs on the part of the Doctor of Birming- ham. I then added to him that I 

have with me all the caskets and the note made of all the pieces that are to go into 

each, and he has added that he will write to me from Birming- ham in this 

connection."104 . This refers to James Spencer Northcote, an English Catholic priest, 

headmaster of the Catholic college of Oscott and a scholar of the Christian 

antiquities of Rome in the period of St. John Henry Newman in Anglican England. 

He came into contact with de Rossi at least as early as 1848 during a trip to Rome, 

as testified by several letters preserved in the Vatican Library105 , and the two 

remained in close contact for many years. Northcote is in fact responsible for 

translating and disseminating in England, almost like an agent, the publications of 

Father Marchi and de Rossi, in a pro-Roman spirit, in the English religious and 

cultural debates of the time106 . In de Rossi's epistolary there are, for the year 1867, 

five letters from Northcote, all of which also concern the catacomb facsimile. The 

first is not dated, but the internal references allow us to place it in the first week of 

February 1867, when the news of the model mounted in the Vatican before the 

departure arrives across the Channel: even at such an early date, Northcote is very 

interested in the purchase and hints at wanting to involve the Bodleian Museum and 

the British Museum to buy a copy107 . 

 

 
102 There is also a sort of propagandistic intent in the decision to bring to Paris casts of only the 

inscriptions on display in the Lapidary at the Lateran Christian Museum, one of the most tangible 
political instruments of the use of Christian archaeology for celebratory and cultural purposes. 

103 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 231r-v. 
104 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 164r-v. 
105 Gaston 1983, p. 161. 
106 Gaston 1983, pp. 161-165; Dennert 2012. 
107 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 421r-v: "I have received from Mr. Redington the 40 pages of your tome 

2.ndo, for which I thank you infinitely. I am not surprised that you do not write to me a single 
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With the idea of "opening the eyes" of non-Catholics but, at the same time, 

providing an impactful teaching aid for his students, Northcote goes on to speak to 

de Rossi about the purchase on May 16, sharing his plans to raise the necessary 

funds108 . 

On the same day de Rossi is informed by Barlocci of another offer to buy, of 

which, however, very few details are available: "I hasten to give you good news. At 

this moment Father Secchi tells me that he has learned from Mr. Mortillet, a 

geologist, that the Commission of the Direction of the new Museum of St. Germain 

intends to buy our Catacombs. I tell you this by way of your rule so that you may 

make the sheets and give the orders that you will consider appropriate"109 . Informed 

of this news, a few days later the Englishman returned to his proposal, admitting its 

limitations, above all economic .110 

 
word, for if there are no more already printed for his tome, I do not see how it can be finished for the 
Parisian exposition. Yet I see that you are working on another thing, the model of the Catacombs, which 
should be exhibited at the said exhibition. So you should be very, very busy; more than ever. 
Nevertheless, I would like to give you a distraction; that is to say, I would like to ask if it would be 
possible to buy a model similar to this one, which has been mentioned in the Gazette in Rome in recent 
days. I believe that model is to be sent to the Holy Father in Paris: but after the exhibition, would the 
same artists ever be allowed to make a similar one? At what price? I ask because it seems to me that it 
would be a very precious gift for the study of Xtian Archaeology in our college; for example, in the 
Bodleian Museum in Oxford, or in the British Museum in London. And I think it would not be difficult 
to find some people who would like to make such gifts. It would be an opportunity (at least so it seems 
to me) of doing great good to non-Catholics. By explaining the forms, the paintings, the inscriptions of 
such a model, a great many things could be said (421v) to open the eyes of the mind of bona fide 
Protestants. Therefore, if I may be allowed to have a copy of this model during the year, it would give 
me great pleasure to know the price after a little while, etc, etc. at your convenience, however. [PS: this 
day (Feb. 21) I saw another sheet that speaks (422r) of the model of the Catacombs, and it is said to be 
the same size as the original - that is, that it takes a good piece of land to show it - that it is 120 meters in 
length, and I don't know how many in height, etc. If all this is true, my questions will seem ridiculous to 
you. But I don't want to write my letter all over again in the absence of time". 

108 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, ff. 196r-v, Northcote writes on May 16, 1867: "Last night I received your 
letter of the current II. I regret to reply that the gentleman who presented himself in Paris to see the 
model of the Catacombs was not a rich gentleman, who wanted to make a gift to the College, but a 

friend of mine, whom I had asked to go and see certain details of the size, height, etc.. I would like to 
buy the model for the College, if it were possible, but the College cannot buy it itself, because it is too 
much in debt. It might be that some of the pupils would take up a collection among themselves for this 

purpose; but I am very much afraid that this will not happen. If not, I will do everything I can to see that 
the Bri tannic Museum buys it; which institution could give a large sum, and so the excavations will go 
ahead. (196v) I hope to see the model, during t h e  summer, and before I go to Paris, I will speak or get 

Herr Franko to speak to others in the Museum who might buy it. I will also see if perhaps our 
ecclesiastics and others would like to help, to buy it for our college; and I will write at once, if I ever 

think it probable to succeed in this undertaking". The "excavations" to which he refers are those of San 
Callisto, for which Northcote has been fundraising for many years. 

109 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 199r: "If you believed, you could let me know, for any good occasion, 
the price over which we could negotiate". 

110 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 212r: "whether it is necessary to give an answer to the Museum of St. 
Germain on the instant, wait no longer for us. I have no hope of being able to buy it, except with great 
dif- ficulty, by collecting money from many friends; thus there would be a delay of a month, or more; 
and perhaps I would not succeed in the end. I had an idea that perhaps the British Museum would buy it, 
if we could not, and a friend of mine should speak to the Director in London to-day about it. But it is 
better a bird in a cage than a hundred out. So I withdraw. It is enough that a handsome sum be purchased 
for the excavation of the Cata- combe. In supreme haste." 
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Despite this, and strong of the obvious slowdown of the projects of the Museum 

of St. Germain (the subject disappears from de Rossi's correspondence, a sign of a 

probable cooling of relations with the French institution whose proposal, according 

to Chousy111 , was not serious), in July Northcote is still looking for funds: "I would 

do my utmost to find the means to buy, or at least to buy, the model of the 

catacombs - which I hope to see in the next month - about the Feast of the 

Assumption. I well believe I can find a buyer at 1000 scudi, but at 8000 francs, I 

doubt very much. I have written to the College of Ushaw, which is much richer than 

our Oscott, but I have received no reply. So I fear"112 . 

There are no more direct references to the question in the other letters, and to 

trace the conclusion of the affair one must turn to the official papers of the Ministry 

which, since February 1867, was informed by de Rossi about the value of the 

catacomb113 , but the first clear reference to its sale can be found on November 13, 

1867, in a report on the papal audience for the closing of the exhibition, in which the 

Pope expressly ordered to distribute the objects only to clearly Catholic countries114 . 

We thus know that in the first half of November, while the disassemblers 

coordinated by Giuseppe Schedoni115 had already left Rome, Pius IX himself 

extinguished the hopes of Northcote (and - perhaps - also of his friend de Rossi) and 

turned to the Apostolic Nuncio Archbishop Flavio de Moyre to identify a French 

religious institute to whom he could give the model free of charge. 
From the various final reports to the Holy Father116 we learn in brief the options 

screened by the Nuncio and Baron du Havelt before arriving at a final choice: 

"M. de Corcelle, ancien Ambassadeur de France à Rome [...] lorsque l'Exposition 

fuit terminée, il s'occupa activement du placement de ce spécimen des Catacombes, 

en il paissait l'avoir trouvé dans la crypte de l'église dite des Carmén, au milieu des 

ossements des première victimes de la révolution, et déjà les familles de ces martyrs, 

heureuses de voir une chambre des catacombes près des restes des leurs parents, ava- 

ient, à l'appel de M. de Corcelle, ouvert une souscription pour le S.t Père, qui se 

serait élevée à plus de 20,000 franc en dont plusieurs mille franc avaient été 

souscrite de suite, quand, pas des causes que je n'ai pas voulu approfondir, nous 

avons dû renon- cer à cette idée, si bonne pour tous les rapports. Mais, que faire car 

nous avions déjà dépassé les délais fixés par la Commission Impériale pour les 

démolitions [...]. 

Mais sachant que cette honorable maison n'était pas riche et que le placement de 

la Catacombe chez elle aggraverait sa situation financière, nous nons pas accédé à 

 

 
111 On July 24, 1867, BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 312r. 
112 BAV, Vat. lat. , 14246, f. 315r. 
113 ASR, MLLPP, b. 394, letter from de Rossi to Tei, 15.2.1867. 
114 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393: "1.° That the model of the Catacombs will not otherwise be sold to some 

Englishmen who offered three or four thousand francs, but instructions will be given to Mr. Baron De 
Havelt that in agreement with H.E.R. Pontifical Nuncio be given the gift to any Pious Institute either of 
Paris or of a Provincial City", a concept also repeated in a letter of the Secretariat of State to the Minister 
dated 16 November 1867 in ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 47269. 

115 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 8171. 
116 In particular ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 23, July 1868. 
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Sa demande, et lui avons donné un des écussons aux insigne Pontificaux qui avaient 

served to decorate the Romaine section. 

L'autre demande fut faire par les RR. PP. Dominicains d'Arcueil, en appuyée par 

M.gr le Nonce, ainsi que le verra Votre Eminence"117 . 

In the end it was the Dominican Fathers in their college, Albert Le-Grand in the 

small town of Arcueil, just outside Paris, who obtained the model at the end of 1867. 

Among the papers of the Ministry of Commerce and Public Works in the State 

Archives in Rome there is a brief dossier of correspondence concerning the choice, 

exchanged in December 1867 between du Havelt, le Play, de Moyre and the 

Dominican prior of the College of Arcueil118 . Before December 23, 1867, the 

Nuncio was given the task of announcing the decision to the religious, who began 

the process of receiving the monument on December 27. The definitive placement, 

however, took a long time, if still on May 9, 1868 Douillard, the architect in charge 

of the reconstruction, updated Schedoni on the ideas of the Fathers for the relocation 

of the piece "les RR. PP. Dominicains reçu leur devant les frais qu'entraimerais pour 

eux la construction d'une grande grotte destinée à loger la Catacombe ; les Pères 

veulent faire ce travail d'une manière irréprochable 
et mettre ces peintures à l'abri de toute humidité. 

Nous sommes en train en ce moment en par économie, d'étudier un projet qui 

consisterais à déposer ce charmant modèle, dans les carrières mêmes que ces Mes- 

sieurs possèdent tout leur propriété. Si, comme je l'espère, nous pouvons éviter toute 

chance d'humidité ou de vapeurs, nous aurons réalisé le problème de la manière la 

plus satisfaisante, en donnant au spécimen la véntable place qu'il doit avoir"119 . 

The catacomb was then destined for a specially built "grotto". To date little is 

known of the life of the model once it arrived at the College and of its fate. While 

we can be sure that the monument, in the words of the Nuncio de Moyre "sera 

apprécié et gardé avec le plus grand soin dans la maison Religieuse des Dominicains 

d'Arcueil"120 , we know that only a few years later the College was attacked during 

the revolt of the Commune in 1871, then set on fire and the fathers killed. The 

former college is today the seat of the Caisse des Dépots et Consignations and all 

trace of the facsimile catacomb of de Rossi and Pius IX seems to have been lost121 . 
Chiara Cecalupo 

 

 

 

 
117 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 23, no. 4912, 13.7.1868. 
118 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 23, no. 4912. 
119 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, 9.5.1868. 
120 ASR, MLLPP, b. 393, no. 4912. 
121 No references to the model have been traced in the printed works of the period relating to the 

massacre of the fathers nor to the new layout of the college in the 1890s. What is known, however, is 
that the martyrs' memorial is structured within the garden of the college and takes the form precisely of a 
catacomb: Chocarne 1872; Reynier 1875. It could also refer to this cave/sepulchre/reliquary the 
indication of "cave" traced in some later plans (Capitelli 2012, p. 565). On the history of the town and 
the college see also http://www.arcueilhistoire.fr/article/le-college- albert-le-grand (last accessed April 
2021). 

http://www.arcueilhistoire.fr/article/le-college-
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Summary 

The article presents in detail the role of Giovanni Battista and Michele Stefano de Rossi in the 

Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1867 through an analysis of the objects relating to Christian antiquity, 

the topographical machines and the facsimile catacomb exhibited on that occasion by the Papal States. 

All the available sources are examined, especially the unpublished ones, in order to reconstruct the event 

in its entirety, inserting it both in the European culture of the time and in the politics and propaganda of 

the pontificate of Pius IX. The text also makes it possible to reflect further on the work of the de Rossi 

family in the dissemination of Christian antiquity at an international level, thanks to a network of 

acquaintances and wide-ranging correspondence, and to the echo it had in the European press. 

 

Abstract 

The article presents in detail the role of Giovanni Battista and Michele Stefano de Rossi in the Paris 

Universal Exhibition in 1867 through the analysis of the objects related to Christian antiquity, the top- 

ographic machines and the facsimile catacomb exhibited on the same occasion by the Papal State. All 

the available sources are offered, especially the unpublished ones, in order to reconstruct the event in its 

entirety as a crucial moment in the contemporary European culture and in the politics and propaganda of 

the pontificate of Pius IX. The text also provides an opportunity to reflect on the work of the de Rossi 

brothers in disseminating Christian antiquity at international level, thanks to a network of acquaintances 

and wide-ranging correspondence, and to the echo they received in the European press. 
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