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Larger baptismal font 

In the middle nave of the basilica, there is a stone font for the carrying out of baptisms, in 

the southern sector of Columbaris (fig. 1). Inside, it is the shape of a cross and on the out-

side is polygonal (fig. 2).  

 

 

 
Fig. 1 - Columbaris basilica area with indication of the baptistery basilica  

(drawing C. Cocco, F. Collu, from Cornus I,1, p. 200, tav. II). 
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Fig. 2 - Baptismal font with hydraulic plaster still visible internally (photo by F. Collu). 

 

The structure is 50 cm from the basalt floor (fig. 3) while the internal depth is 90 cm. It has 

been hypothesised that the font had two phases: during the second, its external shape 

was modified by a new stone facade, that can be dated due to the finding of a Vandal 

coin behind the first structure. The coin dates this change between the end of the 5th and 

the beginning of the 6th century, linking the arrival of African bishops to the island, who 

had been exiled by the Vandals. The first font was cross-shaped both outside and inside, 

with the east and west arms with three and four steps respectively, and inside it was lined 

with hydraulic plaster. The later phase brought about the new external shape of the but 

with plastered bricks, filling in the spaces between the arms of the cross: the internal 

shape did not change, while the external shape becae a polygon with rounded corners.  
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Fig. 3 - Baptismal font, viewed from the North (photo by Unicity S.p.A.). 

 

Six columns were placed above it to support a canopy and a small column was interpreted 

as a ornament holder. When the font was discovered, there were still three blocks in mar-

ble and basalt, the six bases and in an adjacent area, some capitals; the inlaid limestone 

fragments that sometimes had inscriptions on them (fig. 6) may have been part of the 

arches or the entablature of the tegurium (figs. 4-5) Based on the font’s characteristics, 

the baptism ritual had to be immersion: not plants have been found for the entry and exit 

of water, however, so, in their absence, pitchers will have been used. 
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Fig. 4 - Baptismal bath surmounted on columns with raised water behind it. 

Viewed from the East (FARRIS 1993, p. 58). 
 

 
Fig. 5 - Axonometry of the basilica: the baptismal font in the centre and the raised apse on the right 

 (from FARRIS 1993, p. 102, Tab. 12).  
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Fig. 6 - Architectural limestone elements with geometric, red trachyte engravings  

(from SPANU 1998, p. 103). 

 

The baptismal rite had a specific liturgy, regulated by strict times and modes. The sacra-

ment was administered to adults, conscious of their choice, and from the V century to 

children, collectively on certain pre-set days, that is at Easter with the Resurrection of 

Christ and the day of Pentecost. The apostolic tradition meant a deacon or an acolyte fol-

lowed the person to be baptised into the pool to immerse them under the water, accord-

ing to another tradition, the person accompanying the person about to be baptised had 

to be barefoot. After the baptism in the bath, the initiation rites continued with anointing 

and then the neophyte now faithful moved into the worship chamber to take part fully 



 
 

 
7 

in the Eucharist. Between the end of the 4th and the beginning of the 5th century, the 

sacrament was also carried out in rural baptisteries. Known by the name of ecclesiae bap-

tismalis, these buildings of worship sprang up depending on the needs of the population 

that lived in the countryside, in the villages or near Late Roman country villas, therefore 

far from the main towns (see for eastern cases, fig. 7). Some experts have hypothesised a 

solution of this type for the area of Columbaris too, where the baptistery may have been 

linked to a rural episcopium, i.e. In relation to its location in an area that was far from the 

larger centre. 

 
Fig. 7 - Shivta-Israel: Byzantine baptism font 

(From http://www.gliscritti.it/gallery3/index.php/album_001/neghev/DSCN0056). 

As for baptismal fonts in Sardinia, a very strong relationship has been found with North 

African and Iberian baths, due to the presence of disused shapes in the peninsula and of 

canopies and small baths connected to the font, around which they were placed. The bap-

tism fonts in Tharros (fig. 8), Nurachi, Villaspeciosa (fig. 9), Cornus and perhaps Sant’Anti-

oco had these characteristics. 
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Fig. 8 - Tharros, baptismal font   

(from http://www.tharros.sardegna.it/sito-archeologico/monumenti/battistero-e-basilica/). 

 
Fig. 9 - Villaspeciosa, San Cromazio: baptismal font  

(from http://www.catturalasardegna.it/displayimage.php?album=56&pos=83).  
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