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AIA Presentation Summary

• Overview: Linking the origins of ICS to the AIA Centennial (December, 
1979) uncovers a chain of events & personal relationships that impact 
larger issues of heritage preservation & platforms for public scholarship

• Estelle Shohet Brettman (1925-1991): Education & Career

• Volunteer with Boston-area cultural institutions (1968-1980)

• Program Director of the AIA Boston Society (1976)

• Missions to Rome: 1976-1980

• “Our” foundation: The International Catacomb Society (1980)



Estelle Shohet: “A Jewess from Boston”

Girls Latin School
Assembly Hall, with Parthenon 
frieze. “Latin was inescapable.”

61 Beacon Street, 
Boston



Florence 
Wolsky, 
Department 
of Greek & 
Roman Art, 
MFA Boston

Florence (l.) with Richard Brettman &
Cardinal Giuseppe Caprio
at 61 Beacon Street, Boston

Florence with 
Baldassare Conticello

Florence at work for the ICS 
(Founding Member & Secretary, 1980-)

Florence & 
Bernadette Brooten)



Mediterranean Travels in the 1950s, ‘60s & ‘70s



Brettman served as Program 
Director for the Boston 
Society of the AIA in 1976. 
She organized one major 
fund raiser and a seasonal 
lecture program.

One of my Shady 
Hill 4th grade 
teachers!

Brettman & Wolsky
co-chair the event





"Exploring a remote Hellenistic to Byzantine cemetery in Sicily (at Palazzuolo Acreide), I stumbled over, and 
dislodged, a large rock. On the underside of the rock, I saw a crude graffito of a menorah, the quintessential 
symbol of Judaism. I had explored catacombs in Rome and Israel but this was the first time I had ever seen a 
Jewish symbol in such an unlikely place... I wondered how many other artifacts bearing such symbols might 
remain undiscovered in unexpected places..."



Brettman, on recommendation of Cardinal 
Caprio, received PCAS permission to photograph 
in the Catacombs of Rome (1976-1983)



Brettman’s
“Guardian Angels”

Salvatore Fornari, Director, 
Jewish Museum of Rome

Sister Maria Francesca 
Antongiovanni,
Archivist for the PCAS 

Walter Persegati, Secretary 
General, Vatican Museums



In early July of 1979, Brettman met Pope John Paul II in an intimate 
audience for members of Cardinal Caprio’s “family”. She also 
illustrated the Vatican Jewish Lapidary to a Peace Mission of the 
American Jewish Congress.



The Jewish Catacombs of Rome were under Vatican jurisdiction from 
1929 to 1984. While this concession in theory could have extended to 
other subterranean cemeteries of Jews in Italy, in practice it was only 
applied to those in the capital. The Vatican office which granted 
access to the Jewish Catacombs was the Pontifical Commission for 
Sacred Archaeology.

A typical display of 
grave goods and 
miscellaneous 
artifacts in a 
fenced-off grave in 
a catacomb (Vigna
Chiaraviglio, 
Rome).







Promotional material for Fr. Cesare 
Colafemmina’s talks in Boston on Jews in 
Southern Italy in from the Late Roman era 
to the Middle Ages (December 1979-
January 1980).



Brettman organized 
a photo display of 
her catacomb slides 
at the BPL in 
December of 1979.



Vaults of Memory on 
Display at the Boston Public 
Library  (1979-1980; 1987)



The ICCI was 
incorporated as a 
501(c)3 non profit in 
1980. In 1983 it 
became the ICS.



Local press on Brettman’s Vaults 
of Memory exhibit on Art and 
Symbolism in the Catacombs of 
Rome.



Brettman’s show did 
make it to Rome in 
1985 (Castel 
Sant’Angelo).



Thank you! Grazie!
Please stay in touch
info@catacombsociety.org 


