Mario Buhagiar

THE MALTESE CATACOMBS — CHARACTERISTICS AND
NERAL CONSIDERATIONS *

One thing that is immediately striking about the Maltese late Roman and
Paleochristian catacombs is the variety of their tomb architecture which, as
a consequence of the plastic gualities of the rock, gives them what Umberto
Fasola aptly describes as

Compared to the underground cemeteries of Rome, Naples, Syracuse and Sc
in North Africa they do, in fact, present a surprising wealth of detail but tl
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that they are the product of a largely unique environment and cultural tradition

This is not, of course, to deny foreign influences important similarities with
some of the minor Sicilian cemeteries have been firmly established (7) and a
probable link with North Africa calls for a thorough investigation (8) but

these were grafted to a deeply rooted indigenous tradition of rock-tombs and
they were often given a Maltese interpretation and moulded to local require
ments.

This is not the place to study in detail the clear indebtedness of late Roman
and Paleochristian tomb-architecture in Malta to the Phoenician and Punico
Hellenistic rock-graves (9). Basically these consist of a shaft reached down
foot-holes or a few steps with one or two burial-chambers in opposite walls
Very little stylistic development is normally noticeable and dating considera
tions are usually conditioned by the tomb furniture grouped either round the
corpses, in a more or less orderly fashion, or deposited in trenches which divide
the chambers between two burial-platforms or mortuary couches., The shaft
which varies in depth from about 0.92 to 5m or more was, presumably, filled
up with stones and sometimes sealed with slabs covered by a low pyramidal
mould of a cement mixture of mortar and grounded pottery. (10) The practice
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North African influence in the ‘agape-table' structures of the hypogea

perhaps,
ption from the GZIRA
I'A’ SAN TUMAS Hypogeum (discussed infra) recalls a prayer formula on an insc rip
tion from Numidia (F. Cabrol and H, Leclerq, Dictionnaire d'Archeologie Chretienne
et de Titurgie, Paris 1931, col. 1339),

also in some of their wall-carvings moreaver, o Christian inscri
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)t sealing up the shaft seems to have persisted into the Christian period for
the northern half of the shaft of a small hypogeum at SQAQ IL-HARRUBA,

Kirkop (11) was found covered by a slab
In some instances, notably at TAC-CAGHQI, Rabat, Punico-Hellenistic

tombs were dug close to each other

Such, in fact, may have been the origin of the Maltese ‘catacombs’. On another
instance at TORRI L-ABJAD near the pumping station on the Rabat-Dingli
Road, eight tombs were clustered round a dome-like excavation which possibly
served as a place of assembly. It was investigated by Bellanti in 1920 (13). No
report was published but from a brief note by Bellanti at the National Museum
of Archaeology, Valletta, it appears that the site was in a very bad state of
preservation and that the exact relationship of the tombs to the circular exca
vation could not be established (14). This is a pity for the site might have
provided another important link between rock-tombs and hypogea

The re-utilisation of Punico-Hellemistic tombs was common and old burials
were often pushed aside to provide space for new interments, Most burials
were by inhumation but cremation was also frequent. There is evidence for wood
and terracotta sarcophagi but corpses were generally laid on their back with
out being confined in coffins or tightly wrapped in shrouds. There are several
instances of the survival and extended use of such tombs in the first few cen-
turies of the Christian era. One of the proofs is the occurance among earlier
pottery of standard North African red-slip dishes dated by J.W. Hayes to be-
tween 325 - 400 A.D, at, for example, SIGGIEWI and, more significantly, at SAN
NIKLAW, Qrendi, where finds included also a fine glass beaker of about the
4th century A.D, (15 ).

There are two clear examples of the intimate relationship between the
Punico-Hellenistic tomb and the late Roman hypogeum. They both come from

Rabat. In the first instance a hypogeum close to S. Catald Church was recut
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from a tomb (16) and in the second — which is, perhaps, more significant
a hypogeum was dug in the shaft of the tomb (17). This hypogeum at the junec-
tion of ST. TROPHIMUS STREET and ST, PIUS V STREET was packed with
rubble which served as a support for the road above. It was as a result only
partially explored and its Christian origin is doubtful. Close by, in the ]'\
MARCELL FIELD at Taé-Caghgi, a seemingly Christian hypogeum was dug
right in the midst of a Punico-Hellenistic necropolis (18).

A late development in the Punico-Hellenistic tomb was the introduction of

a rock-pillow with head-rests in the form of cut-out depressions to fit the head

of the corpse. Head-rests remained a characteristic feature of tomb architecture

throughout the whole period under review (pl. 2b). One of the first known tombs
with head-rests, found at HAL FAR, produced a Neo-Punic inscription datable,
perhaps, to between the 1st century B.C. and the 1st century A.D.(19). It has

been included in this survey in the belief that it belongs to the transition period

between the Punico-Hellenistic and the late Roman tomb, Head-rests are usually

TABLE 1
Hypogea with circular holes between the head-rests
Parish Site
1. Gudija Hal Resqun
2. Mgarr Bingemma (hypogea 22, 25)
3. Mosta Bistra (hypogea 23, 24, 27, 30)
4. Mosta Misrah Ghonog
5. Mosta Wied il-Ghasel
6. Mgqabba Kandja
7. Paola Sammat Street
8. Qrendi Maghlaq (hypogea I, 1V)
9. Rabat St. Agatha (hypogeum 8)
10. Rabat Hal Pilatu Primary School
(hypogeum 2)
11. Safi Tal-Liebru

16, M.A.R. 1910-11, pp.9-10; N.M.A.V., Zammit, Archacologicil Field-notes 3 (1909
1912), ff.88-99.

17, This hypogeum, discovered during building works in 1972, has not vet been pub
lished. It is recorded by a plan and section at the National Museum of Arch eology
Valletta, drawn by F.S. Mallia whe investigated it
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oval but square examples with slightly sloping side are also known. Sometimes

the rock-pillow contained also one or more circular holes (between the head

rests) which presumably served as stands for a small pottery vessel or a

liches or

phial. On a few occasions similar holes have also been observed in
rock-benches. Table 1 gives the list of the hypogea in which these holes wer:z
observed.

An important architectural difference between the Punico-Hellenistic and
the late Roman tomb is that in the latter the burial-chambers ceased to be level
with the floor of the shaft but were instead dug a few centimetres above it,
Their doorways assumed in this way the appearance of a window usually square-
headed but sometimes arched. This was the origin of the window-tomb which

was soon to become the commonest type of grave in the Maltese hypogea. The

internal arrangement of the burial chamber also underwent considerable trans
formation. It became narrower and more oval in plan and apsed head and foot
recesses started to be hollowed out at either end. This form of tomb persisted
throughout the whole period the hypogea were in use

Another development is noticeable in the burial-platform. The floor-

be excluded and, instead, the plat-

trench, in the middle of the chamber, started to
form or mortuary-couch was raised higher above the floor and a usually flatten-
ed arch was cut above it in the form of a canopy (fig. 1) This was the primitive
form of the Maltese arcosolium which underwent a further development when
burial-troughs started to be dug in the platform which was thereby transformed
into a sarcophagus covered by stone slabs. Troughless arcosolia, sometimes
fitted with a pillow and head-rests, nonetheless remained in use and they are
noticeable in several of the late hypogea including the SS PAUL/AGATHA
CLUSTER at Rabat (20).

The shaft too was in process of evolution. The foot-holes disappeared and
steps started being cut across its whole width instead of in one corner. It was
also extended to provide a small forecourt in front of the entrance to the burial
chambers. Not all tombs and hypogea were, however, dug in shafts, Sometimes
they were tunnelled into the hillside (pl. 1b). Table 2 gives a list of the hillside
hypogea. A disused quarry may sometimes have been used as, for example, at [X-
XAGHRA TAL-MAGHLAQ, Qrendi, but it is difficult to be certain about this
as the flanks of the hill may have been shaped to provide a suitable entrance
to the hypogea. At BISTRA, Mosta, and BINGEMMA, Mgarr, the whole flank
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of a hill was hollowed oul with tombs. AtBINGEMMA they were dug in tiered
rows andthere were rock-cut steps leading from onehypogeum tothe other
(pi. la). Even when dug inthehillside theforecourt wasnormally retained.
The distinction normally used here between tombs andhypogea isthatin
the latter the graves, orburial-chambers, aregrouped inshort galleries orcorri-
dors. The smaller hypogea, apparently, originallyhad onlyone gallery (fig.2) asfor
example, the one at IX-XAGHRA TAL-KACCATURA, Biriebbuga (21), but most
were subsequently enlarged by theaddition of oneor more galleries gene-
rally dug atright angles tothefirst one. Becker used theright-angled arrange-
ment of galleries as an argument fora Christian origin (22) but stylistic

TABLE 2
Hillside tombs and hypogea

Parish Site

1. Burmarrad San Pawl Milqi

2. Gzira Qasam il-Fawwara

3. Marsa Jesuits' Hill n(?)

4, Marsa Wied il-Gonna

5 Mgarr Bingemma

6. Mosta Bistra

7. Naxxar St Paul's Bay Road

8. Qrendi Maghlag 1,11,V K VI

9. Rabat Tac-Caghqgi: Windmill
Hill

10.  Rabat Tad-Caghgi: StThomas/St Pius V
Streets

11.  Rabat Abbatija tad-Dejr 21,11, 111

12, St.Julian's Tal-Ballut

13. Tarxien Salib tad-Dejma (?)

14, Safi Ghar tas-Sempli6i(?)

15.  Zejtun Torre Mamo

considerations arenormally, by themselves, insufficient to prove theidentity
of a hypogeum. Some hypogea, particularly themajor ones at Rabat, have rect-
angular rooms or halls generally reached through galleries with tombs. These

21, W. Zahra, Storja taidtejtun. vol. |, Malta 1978. pp.40-41.
22. E . Becker, Malta Sotterranra — jiudien lur Altcliristlichen und Judischen  Sepulhral-
fumt,  Strassburg 1913, p.59.

may. perhaps, mark oneofthefinal stages ofdevelopment of Maltese tomb-
architecture (fig.3). Inafew instances the galleried arrangement isaltogether mis-
sing. The STMARY STREET HYPOGEUM, Rabat (23), had two combined rooms
without a partition wall between them, dug atdifferent levels. ABBATIJATAD -
DEJR I hasan unusually long hall with serried rows oftombs which seem to
have been excavated toa pre-determined plan. Two hypogea stand apart. One
SS PAUL/AGATHA 8 consists ofa large hall with many burial-troughs dug in
symetrically ordered rock-platforms which arelinked totheceiling by block-
like pilasters with a rudimentary capital. The other, JESUITS'KILL 111(24),has
a similar plan buttheburial-troughs arereplaced by floor-graves.
Eight different types oftombs canbe distinguished:

1. The window-tomb fig. 4 (2) and pi.2a

This is,probably, the most characteristic tomb oftheMaltese hypogea. It con-
sists ofa generally oval andsometimes square chamber, about 80cm high,en-
tered through a window-like opening, inmost cases, about 40to50cm above
the floor. The chamber isoften dug attheback ofa niche with corner pilasters
which aregenerally plain andblock-like butsometimes ornamented with flut-
ings andrudimentary plinths andcapitals. The niche is sometimes apsed and
decorated with a scallop-shell motif either scratched orinrelief Less frequently,
as in ABBATIJA TAD-DEJR 4 itcontaincs a painted inscription(25). I n three
instances — SS. THOMAS/PIUS V STS 1,GHAR BARCA andGHAIJN QAJ-
JED 2(26) — the conch hasa chi-rho inrelief The burial-chamber often has aps-
ed head and foot recesses (pi.2b). At PAOLA SAMMAT STREET the head-reces3

2). N.M.A.V.. Zammit, Archaeological Field-notes I (19UJ-19U7), fl.7-9; E . Becker
op.eit., pp.51-52. pi.lll.

24. Ita plan drawn byC.A. Wright. Vice-President otthe Archaeological Society of Malta,
in 1874 i> reproduced in E .Beekor, op.eit, pit. 1 11,who alio include*, on pp.M-65.
the full text of Wright's report, dated 5th Sept. 1874, onthe hypogeum which in 1911
waa already inaccessible though, apparently, notdestroyed for Zammit Imped to re-
locate it (N.M.A.V., Zammit, Archaeological Field-notes 3[1909-1912|, (.149), See
also A.A.Caruana, Report, op.eit., p.109 and C.Vassallo, Dei Afowinu-MIi Antichi del
Grappa di Malta — Crant S'focici; Periodo Fenicio ed Egixio Seeonda edisione rive-
duta ed accresciuta. Malta 1876, p.39.

23. This hypogeum hadtwo window-tombs with inscriptions drawn inredochre paint
on theapsed niches of window-tombs. One ofthem, insixlines, was noted in 1838
"after cleaning away thedirt" and published with a brief commentary inthe Malta
Government Gaietle. 23/3/1838 and subsequently in the Corpus Inscriptiorum  lati-
norum X 74'18. The other, inthree lines, was noted by Filippo Vassallo InMav 189.1
and published by A.A. Caruana, Ancient Pagan Tombs and Christian  Cemeteries.
p.93. Neither inscription is now visible.

26, OntheSS.THOMAS/PIUS V STS HYPOGEA: MAR. 1906-1907, pj and Becker,
eM.cit., pp.52-55; onGHAR BARCA: A.A, Caruana, Supplement to Ancient Pagan
Tombs and Christian Cemeteries in the Islands of Malta. Discovery of a Christian



