Rome’s New Founders: Peter and Paul on Gold Glass


This study examines the symbolic use of Peter and Paul together on gold glass fragments and compares them to other representations artistic and literary evidence from Fourth-Century Rome.  Rome saw a growing number of aristocrats in the Christian community during the Fourth Century, and the deposition of gilt glass objects attests to their growing presence within the Christian burial communities in the city of Rome.  These objects had two functions: first as a glass bowl, for which the context is speculative. Their secondary function was in a funerary context. The bowls were broken and the gilt medallions from the center of the bowl were stuck into the mortar next to burials within catacombs (Grig, 2004).  It is this secondary function where these objects are preserved. 
By far the most frequent saints and/or martyrs on gold glass appear to be Peter and Paul together. They are always togate, facing each other, and often Christ is standing between them and in each hand, holds a crown over their heads.  They are also several examples of the two figures seated on curule chairs with their hands in gesture of speech. Essentially, the two apostles are depicted as the magistrates of Rome with the trappings of Roman rulers (Curran, 2000).  The depictions of Peter and Paul on gold glass demonstrate the Christianization of Rome, and the two figures represent not only the concordia apostolorum; a symbolic unification of the church for both Jew and Gentile (Huskinson, 1982), but also, Peter and Paul together exemplify the re-founding of Rome for the Christian community.  Peter and Paul are seen as the new ‘boni viri’ as Rome’s Christians construct their new historical narrative and foundation myths. This foundational aspect to Peter and Paul will be explored by comparing the figures on the gold glass to artistic representations in other artistic media, such as the apsidal mosaics of Santa Costanza, and Santa Pudenziana as well as contemporary epigraphic and literary sources.
 Prudentius’ Peristephanon XII is a poem about the festival day of Peter and Paul in Rome.  In it Prudentius sets the tone with references Romulus, Rome’s founder, with inter-textual references to Vergil’s Aeneid (6.876-7). In addition, he references specific topography within the city of Rome, such as the Tiber River, which has obvious ties to Rome’s foundation myths. It is an urban poem that emphasizes the unity of the two festivals of Peter and Paul being celebrated by the Christians.  By comparing this poem and its foundational characteristics to visual media, one can see that Peter and Paul on numerous gold glass pieces were used as the symbolic founders for the emerging Christian community in Rome.
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