DURA EUROPOS AND THE EARLY CHRISTIAN ‘HOUSE CHURCH’
BACKGROUND
When Christianity emerged in the late antique world, Christian ceremony
and worship was much more private—even secretive—than it would become in
the later Medieval periods. Before Christianity was legalized in the fourth
century, Christians suffered intermittent periods of persecution at the hands of
the Romans. Therefore, Christian worship was purposefully kept as
inconspicuous as possible. Rather than building prominent new structures for
express religious use, Christians in the late antique world took advantage of
preexisting, private structures: houses. Not only were houses unobtrusive, they
were also devoid of the pagan associations of official Roman buildings, such as
basilicas or temples. As Byzantine scholar Richard Krautheimer puts it:
“Inconspicuousness was both prudent and ideologically desirable for Christianity,
and could be best achieved behind the façade of domestic middle-class
architecture.”1
The first “house churches” were private homes that were converted into
Christian churches (or meeting houses) after the fact. These churches were
known as domus ecclesiae, Greek for “house” and “assembly.” Since these
domus ecclesiae emerged in third-century Rome, they are closely tied to
domestic Roman architecture of this period, specifically to the peristyle house, in
which the rooms were arranged around a central courtyard. These house
churches had a central courtyard surrounded on three sides by a number of
rooms. These rooms were often adjoined to create a larger gathering space that
could accommodate small crowds of around fifty people. Other rooms were used
for different religious and ceremonial purposes, including education, the
celebration of the Eucharist (the ritualistic consecration and consumption of
bread and wine in Christ’s memory), the baptism of Christian converts, storage of
charitable items, and private prayer and mass.
In the early Christian church, newly inducted Christians were only
permitted to partake in certain portions of Church ceremonies. For the remainder
of their worship time, they were required to listen from a separate room. This
necessitated the building of rooms situated directly outside but audibly proximal
to the main worship rooms.2 As a result, the Roman peristyle home was
extensively remodeled when it was converted into a Christian church.
When Christianity was legalized in the fourth century, Christians were no
longer forced to use preexisting homes for their churches and meeting houses.
Instead, they began to build churches of their own. Even then, Christian
churches often purposefully featured unassuming—even plain—exteriors, but
they tended to be much larger, as the rise in the popularity of the Christian faith
meant that churches needed to accommodate an increasing volume of people.
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HOUSE CHURCH AT DURA-EUROPOS, EARLY 3RD CENTURY
Please view the relevant images for this monument:
Plan

Terms of Use: The image above is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike
3.0 Unported license. It is attributed to Wikimedia user Udimu. You can find the original version
here.

Reconstruction of Part of Baptistery
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Representative Wall Paintings (as seen in nearby synagogue)
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One of the oldest known house churches was built in Dura Europos in
Syria, the far eastern edge of the Roman empire. The house was constructed by
the first third of the third century and was converted for use as a Christian church
at some point between 240AD and 250AD. The space could hold fifty to sixty
Christian worshippers.
The walls throughout this church were extensively painted, though
unfortunately most of the images no longer survive. We do know that the wall
paintings depicted images relating to original sin, the rite of baptism, and
salvation—themes particularly appropriate for an early Christian church that
would have actively sought new converts. Although most of the murals do not
survive today, we can get a good sense of how the paintings may have looked
via the wall paintings in the nearby synagogue at Dura Europos, which was
roughly contemporary with the church and may have been painted by some of
the same artists.3
Unlike later Roman wall painting, the religious paintings at Dura Europos
do not create an illusionistic window into space, but rather depict figures and
images flatly on the wall surface; the subjects are more symbolic and iconic than
they are illusionistic. Scholars do not fully agree about why this more abstract
approach to painting was employed at Dura Europos. Some suggest that this
unique approach could be related to the early Christian reluctance to depict
graven images. Others have suggested that it could be evidence that artists at
the eastern side of the empire had more artistic affiliation with places like Persia
than they did with the Roman Empire itself.4 In any case, the stylistic difference
from the rest of Rome is noteworthy and bears consideration.
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