
Bishop Damasus of Rome, who was in power from 366 to 384, was responsible for adorning the tombs of many of the saints and martyrs at Rome with poetic inscriptions.  Aside from the fact that the act of decorating the tombs in its own right recognized the holiness of the body, many of the poems directly invoke the holiness of the body of the saint.  This message was not lost on Roman citizens, many of whom would have attended festivals at the saints’ tombs, out of devotion or curiosity .  At these events there were likely enough literate people, and enough of an atmosphere of religious community that all participants or observers could have found out what the inscriptions meant.


Before going further into the ways that the bodies were honored, however, it will be instructive to lay out some of the reasons why Damasus honored them.  Likely his most immediate concern was that he himself had come to power as the result of a divided electorate, with his supporters killing almost 200 of his enemies.  Predictably, opposition to Damasus continued into his reign.  One of his strategies to combat this opposition, then, seems to be showing that he was a good Christian by honoring the saints.  Another reason to honor the saints was to assure the pagan holdouts in Rome that a Christian Rome could still maintain Roman honor, largely through the exploits of the saints and martyrs.  Further, Damasus is contending that Roman Christian honor is superior to the Christian honor of other cities.  While these largely political motives are not a comprehensive list of the reasons that Damasus set up his poems to the saints and martyrs, they will be the ones discussed in this paper.  


Moving on to the poems, a good starting place will be to read the 28th inscription in Ferrua’s collection of Damasian inscriptions.  Ferrua collected inscriptions which were fully preserved on stone, as well as those which were partially preserved and supplemented by a manuscript tradition begun by pilgrims to these sites, and some inscriptions which only survive in the manuscripts.  These different methods of preservation shall not be mentioned at the introduction of each poem, but each will be referred to as an inscription, which each of the poems that I quote no doubt was in origin.  Although Ferrua’s collection was printed in 1942, it has never yet been surpassed as a tool for a scholar interested in Damasus’ inscriptions.  Although Ursula Reutter has recently produced a monograph with the Latin original and German translation, the Latin text is based largely enough on Ferrua’s purely Latin edition that a scholar should go back to the Ferrua as a source.  Thus, all inscription numbers throughout this paper will refer to the numbers given in Ferrua’s edition, and all translations will be my own, based on his text.  


To move to our primary sources, then, inscription 28, named Elogium SS. Marcellini Et Petri by Ferrua, reads,

“Marcellinus, your tomb, and that of Peter besides,

the assassin reported to me  Damasus, when I was a boy:

the rabid executioner gave these instructions, which were entrusted to him,

that he cut your necks then among the briars,

lest anyone should be able to identify your burial mound.
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You eager ones dug your tombs with your hands,

gleaming one, after which things you lay hidden beneath a cave.

Afterwards Lucilla, having been impressed by your piety, 

was greatly pleased to preserve the very holy limbs here.”
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Before moving into the meat of the poem, there are a couple of points of clarification to be made.  First, the Peter mentioned is obviously not the apostle, but someone martyred with Marcellinus.  The assassin and the executioner are two separate people.  Although both these participants in the execution were acting on higher orders, the executioner was content to keep the hiding places of the saints secret.  The point of doing this would be that if the saints were found, their body parts would be venerated, as described in the Martyrdom of Polycarp a letter from the mid-second century.  The assassin was complicit in the martyrdom, but was sympathetic enough toward Christianity to tell the young Damasus of their grave site.  Of course, given the limited evidence yielded by the inscription, it is just as likely that this part of the story is fictional.  This is even more likely since Damasus was likely born at or around the time of the martyrs’ deaths, although it is theoretically possible that the assassin waited a few years before telling Damasus where the bodies were.


It is fairly certain, however, that bodies were found beneath a cave.  The ‘afterwards’ in line 8 could signify almost any amount of time passing between the martyrdom in 304 and the time that the inscription was erected, during Damasus’ reign from 366-384.  The most likely reconstruction of events is that two bodies were found under a cave and bishop Damasus explained to Lucilla that these must be the bones of Marcellinus and Peter.  She then, conveniently, allowed the bones to be reburied on her land, apparently in a location optimal for viewing.  Perhaps she even paid for part of the monument erected to them.  The important thing, from Damasus’ point of view, was that he now had two bodies which he could represent, correctly or incorrectly, as bodies of martyrs.  This is not to say that the martyrs Marcellinus and Paul never existed, nor necessarily to say that theirs were not the bodies that were found.  The significant point is the marriage of the body to the martyr narrative to allow Damasus to increase his own standing by associating himself with the martyrs, and the increase of Rome’s standing by the seemingly solid identification of two more martyrs’ bodies.


Ambrose of Milan did something similar, by the uncovering of bodies which he claimed belonged to the saints Gervasius and Protasius.  This discovery helped Ambrose increase his own popularity and to render an outcome amenable to Ambrose in a conflict between Arians and Catholics.  Ambrose claimed that it was the wisdom of old men that remembered, seemingly secondhand, that martyrs had been buried in the area.  Here again it was primarily the bodies which allowed a martyrs’ narrative to be superimposed on the situation and to have a positive result for the bishop concerned.  


It is now time to partially switch gears in order to discuss a saint whose body is holy not only in  Damasus’ time in its form as a revered corpse, but also was holy in life as it endured torture.  What follows is the inscription of Damasus which Ferrua labels as number 21 Elogium S. Eutychi.  

Insofar as the martyr Eutychius was able to conquer the cruel orders of the tyrant, 

and equally a thousand methods of harming of the executioners, 

the glory of Christ showed him the way.

New punishments all over the limbs followed the filth of the prison,

they prepared fragments of bricks lest sleep should come.
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Twice seven days passed, food was refused.  

The saint was sent into the pit.  Blood drenched all 

the wounds which the fearful power of death introduced.

In the sleep bearing night, visions agitated the mind.

The hiding place of the innocent one exposed the limbs which it held.
10

It was searched for, having been found it was cultivated.  It nurtured, it showed all things.

Damasus described the merit to venerate the tomb.  
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One should call attention to the last part of this inscription first.  According to La Piana, it was Damasus who was disturbed by visions in the night, after which he found the hiding place that exposed the limbs.  Strictly speaking, Damasus does not say this, but if it is a conclusion that a scholar, even about a century ago, can make, the ancient audience very well could have made this conclusion, too, even if the discovery was actually made by an unnamed third party.  At any rate, it has happened once again that a body, previously unidentified, is found, overlaid with a martyr’s identity, and then associated with Damasus.  However, one should be cautious about accepting at face value the level of personal responsibility Damasus could claim for the reverence paid to certain of the saints he cultivated.  A comparison of Damasus’ inscriptions with Farmer’s book on martyrs shows that Damasus is not above implying that he had popularized a saint who had already been well known.


The other important point about this inscription is that it shows the saint performing great deeds of bodily endurance.  According to the inscription, the saint endured at least two weeks of torture without renouncing Christ.  While Damasus makes it quite clear that the glory of Christ showed him the way in this test of faith, Damasus intends Eutychius to be revered for his ability to master his body to endure pain.  If this were not part of the Damasus’ agenda, he would not have spent nearly half the poem describing his bodily torments.  Indeed, Damasus wanted this martyr to be honored for what he suffered for Christ, so that his honor could be added to the collective honor of the see to show that Rome had more honor than her rivals.  Further, adherence to one’s beliefs even under extreme duress was a good Roman value, too, so it is possible that Damasus partially had a pagan Roman audience in mind when writing this inscription.


Also instructive is the inscription which Ferrua labels as number 16 and calls Elogium Sanctorum ad Papas Iacentium”.  

Here lies, if you ask, a heaped up crowd of pious ones.

The venerable graves hold the bodies of the saints, 

the palace of heaven seized the exalted souls to itself.

Here are the companions of Xystus who carried off trophies from the enemy.

Here are a number of leading men who serve the altar of Christ.
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Here was placed a priest who had lived in long peace.

Here the holy confessors who Greece sent.

Here young men and boys, old men and chaste grandsons,

who it pleased greatly to retain virgin modesty.

Here I confess, I Damasus wished to preserve my limbs,
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but I feared to disturb the holy ashes of the pious ones.  
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The last line here is interesting.  Many today might consider “ashes” and “bodies” as mutually exclusive.  While it is possible that this “heaped up crowd” included some  who were cremated and some who were not, it seems unnecessary to assert this.  Damasus talks here of preserving his limbs, but he makes his own epitaph declare that Christ will raise him up “after the ashes. (12)”  One might suppose that he means that something like ashes will be the result of the bodies’ decomposition.  However, due to the practice of contemporary and previous times, it is likely that he believed that the body does not lose its status as a body after cremation, especially considering that some bones and other parts of the body may remain depending on the extent of the cremation.  


Regardless, this inscription, set up in the burial vault of the Roman bishops, highlights the holiness of the deceased souls, the dead bodies, and once, the bodies of the saints while they were living.  In line one, the “pious ones” heaped up probably refers to the bodies buried  there, extending the piety of the saints to their bodies.  The graves in line two are undoubtedly venerable because of the bodies inside them.  The ashes in the final line are holy because of the bodies to which they had once belonged.  The holiness of the souls is expressed in line five, where Damasus represents the still living souls of the leading men as being in a position of honor in which they serve Christ’s altars, in spite of leaving their bodies behind.  This plays into Rome’s competitive honor against other sees, since it shows their saints as honorable.  Also helpful for Rome’s competitive Christian honor is the fact that confessors were sent to her from Greece.  Damasus’ statement suggests almost a tributary relationship between Greece and Rome in the Christian world.  This should be understood in relationship to Ferrua’s inscription 20 in which Damasus says that the East sent disciples.  If this is taken as a tributary relationship, which it arguably can be, it would help Damasus to subordinate the other Christian patriarchates, all in the East, to Rome.  The instance in which the bodies of the saints while alive is praised is the virgin and chaste grandsons evoked in lines eight and nine.  In the Christian world, the holiest bodies were those that had never engaged in sexual activity.


The final inscription to be discussed will be that which Ferrua’s numbers 25 and  titles Elogium SS. Felicissimi et Agapati.  

Behold, this tomb also holds heavenly limbs

of the saints whom the palace of heaven seized suddenly,

these companions of the unconquered cross and servants as well,

having followed the merit and faith of the holy bishop, 

they sought the homes and kingdom of the holy.
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The singular glory of the Roman people rejoices in these, 

since they then merited triumphs of Christ by the leader Xystus.

Damasus the Bishop made (this) for Felicissimus and Agapetus, holy martyrs.
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This inscription spends less time talking specifically about the martyrs’ bodies in particular.  However, it does emphasize the limbs, which represent the body in its first line.  This positioning in the first line gives the limbs special importance, and essentially bases the rest of the poem on the limbs.  Another theme which is not as strong in this inscription as in others is Damasus’ personal association.  He does not claim or imply that he found the bones, nor does he even claim that he was planning to be buried with these martyrs.  He does, however, claim credit for erecting the inscription for the saints, which would have been an impressive sight.  Meanwhile, the position of this proclamation in the last line highlights its importance.  Overall, then, both the bodies and Damasus himself are important in this inscription, as in the others under study.  


What narrative is associated with these martyrs then?  In this case, they are seized by the palace of heaven in line 2, implying that they are now greatly honored.  They also earned the “triumphs of Christ” in line 7.  It is appropriate to mention here that the “triumphs of Christ” was a Pauline term in origin.  Still, it would have been one that might have been appreciated differently by pagan Romans or Christians unsure of how Christianity fit into the Roman honor system.  To make this more explicit, Damasus points out in line 6 that “the singular glory of the Roman people” rejoices in, and is therefore to be understood as being increased by, these martyrs. Damasus reveals to his audience that he considers martyrs an integral part of Roman glory.  


Thus, it has been demonstrated that the bodies of martyrs were important in many ways to Bishop Damasus’ ability to successfully occupy his see.  Most importantly, it has been shown that the joining of the martyrs’ bodies to narratives that promoted various pieces of Damasus’ agenda was the most important step in this process.  

