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The Late Antique (ca. 450 CE) infant cemetery uncovered at Poggio Gramignano near 
Lugnano in Teverina (Italy) has been interpreted as a catastrophic death assemblage as-
sociated with an acute epidemic of Plasmodium falciparum malaria and a resulting episode 
of increased infant mortality. Previous research has noted the unique mortuary ritual as-
sociated with these burials but has not adequately considered the social implications of 
the nonnormative burial of the infant and even fetal dead. This paper considers 10 newly 
uncovered burials of infants and one child from the cemetery, analyzed in situ using an 
archaeothanatological approach to separate postdepositional taphonomic change from 
the social and ritual dimensions of intentional funerary behavior. The mortuary treatment 
provided to these individuals suggests a possible fear of the dead, and more significantly, 
maternal grief and a desire for remembrance that contrasts with Roman cultural expecta-
tions surrounding the mourning of infants. The treatment of these individuals in death 
provides valuable and specific insight into the attitudes of this rural community’s shared 
stress surrounding unexplained illness, infant death, and traditional beliefs in an era of 
significant cultural and social transition.1

introduction
The Roman infant cemetery located at Poggio Gramignano near the mod-

ern town of Lugnano in Teverina (Umbria, Italy) is best known for its associa-
tion with a possible epidemic of Plasmodium falciparum malaria in the Late 
Antique period (ca. 450 CE). The cause of death of the more than 47 infants 
initially recovered from the cemetery in the late 1980s has been  attributed 
to this virulent pathogen (of which pregnant women, infants, and young 

1 I would like to thank David Soren, who facilitated this research while providing much 
support, encouragement, and humor. I am also grateful to James Watson, Mary Stiner, 
Bruce Anderson, and especially Anne Titelbaum, whose guidance and numerous help-
ful comments shaped this project and early drafts of this article. A special thanks is due to 
Mary Lewis for lending her expertise toward the identification of some unusual patholo-
gies discussed in this study. The completion of this project would not have been possible 
without the assistance of my collaborators David Pickel and Sierra Winkle-Malis, to whom 
I owe a great deal, as well as the VRPG research team: Roberto Montagnetti, Archer Mar-
tin, Mara Elefante, Matteo Serpetti, Skyler Jenkins, Gabriele Soranna, Francesca Rizzo, 
and Melanie Zelikovsky. I would also like to thank Elena Roscini and the Soprintendenza 
Archeologia Belle Arti e Paesaggio dell’Umbria, along with the people of Lugnano in Teve-
rina. Finally, I would like to thank Editors-in-Chief Emma Blake and Robert Schon, along 
with the anonymous reviewers whose critiques and insights greatly improved this article. 
Figures are my own unless otherwise noted.
Correction: This article was reposted on March 23, 2022. Text in the Background section 
was modified to reflect that only one individual buried at the site demonstrated the presence of 
 malaria. An erratum will appear in the July 2022 issue.
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children are the primary victims). Votives potentially 
connected to witchcraft, along with faunal and botani-
cal remains recovered from the cemetery, have been 
interpreted as serving an apotropaic purpose aimed at 
containing the disease or its victims.2 To date, analyses 
of this cemetery’s unique demographics and atypical 
mortuary ritual have largely stopped there.

Archaeologists have traditionally assumed that the 
high levels of infant mortality in antiquity resulted  
in parental detachment and that as a result of this  
indifference, infants rarely received formal mortuary  
treatment or funerary rites. However, the practice of 
referring primarily to ancient male authors on the  
subject should be met with some skepticism, as their  
perspective may fail to capture the nonliterate, non-
aristocratic, and, critically, the female experience of 
child loss.3 As a number of recent studies have demon-
strated, infant burials provide insight into mourning, 
belief, and the concepts of identity and personhood 
in ancient communities, challenging the idea that 
the deaths of such young individuals were met with 
indifference.4 With this in mind, the time has come 
to revisit the Poggio Gramignano infant cemetery 
and explore the insights it might provide into the so-
cial organization and vernacular religion of the rural 
community with which it was associated. Focusing 
on recently excavated burials, which include preterm 
infants, infants under 1 year old and, unique among 
infant cemeteries, a child of 8 to 12 years, this study 
aims to provide an updated analysis of the cemetery in 
line with recent research on similar burial assemblages. 
I suggest that the formation of the infant cemetery at 
Poggio Gramignano may have begun before the pos-
sible malaria epidemic for which it is known, and that 
apart from serving as a suitable burial space for those 
who suffered untimely or otherwise unusual deaths, it 
existed also as a dedicated space for memorialization in 
which grief for those with an ambiguous social identity 
could be openly (if privately) expressed.

In examining the newly excavated burials and con-
sidering them in the broader context of the cemetery, 
several new and important questions will be addressed: 
(1) Were these infants deposited with discernible evi-
dence of funerary behavior (including postfunerary 

2 Soren and Soren 1999, 517–20.
3 See, e.g., Carroll 2012.
4 Murphy 2011; Gowland et al. 2014; Carroll 2018; Gowland 

and Halcrow 2020; Temple 2020.

mortuary practices), suggesting they were mourned 
and, possibly, possessed some form of social identity 
prior to death? (2) How might this behavior be dif-
ferentiated from the effects of the environment and 
burial taphonomy? And finally, (3) can any ritual in-
tent be discerned from the position of the body or its 
association with funerary objects? Consideration of 
these questions will illuminate whether the sometimes 
atypical funerary treatment of these individuals was 
related to their identity (or lack thereof), to a possible 
fear of the restless dead and their ability to vex or even 
contaminate the living, or to other possible stressors 
experienced by the community in a time of spiritual 
and cultural transition.

background 
The Poggio Gramignano cemetery, which dates to 

the middle of the fifth century CE,5 is situated within 
the remains of an even older first-century BCE Roman 
villa that overlooks the Tiber River in rural Umbria. 
Excavations of the villa by David Soren and his team in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s led to the discovery that, 
nearly half a century after the villa itself was no longer 
occupied, it had been reused as a cemetery for pre-
term and young infants. Mortuary treatment for these 
infants (which include 47 complete burials along with 
isolated skeletal elements) involved burial in amphoras 
(enchytrismos-type burial), burial under tile coverings 
(a coppa-style), burial in “tombs” of brick and ceramic 
tiles (alla cappuccina-style), and simple inhumations.6 
Because of the placement of the burials (laid horizon-
tally rather than stacked one on top of the other, and 
often in distinct clusters) and deposition in a seem-
ingly uniform layer of fill, it was initially suggested that 
the infants had been deposited around the same time 
following a single, catastrophic event, possibly one 
that occurred during a single summer.7 This incident 
was hypothesized to be an acute epidemic of malaria8 
(a disease known in modern public health studies to 
disproportionally affect pregnant women, infants, and 
young children9), and subsequent plasmodial DNA 
analysis10 and hemozoin isolation analysis11 positively 

5 Soren et al. 1995.
6 Soren and Soren 1999, 494–512.
7 Soren and Soren 1999, 523; see also Soren 2015.
8 Soren 2003.
9 Rogerson et al. 2007; 2018. 
10 Sallares and Gomzi 2001.
11 Inwood 2017.
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demonstrated the presence of P. falciparum malaria in 
one of the individuals buried at the site (IB36).12

The practice of burying perinates and young in-
fants in spaces separate from adults is not uncommon 
in antiquity and may date back to the Mesolithic– 
Neolithic transition.13 The infant and child cemetery 
contained within the Poggio Gramignano villa is simi-
lar to other Roman-era archaeological sites in which 
infant remains were buried in domestic settings, such 
as under the floor and near walls, with slight variations 
in mortuary treatment based on age. The placement 
of infants in abandoned structures like villas, forts, or 
even workshops has been demonstrated throughout 
the Roman world14 and mirrors the traditional prac-
tice of suggrundaria,15 burying infants under the floors 
and along the walls of dwelling spaces.16 This may have 
been done with ritual intent, ensuring future fertility 
by connecting with the dead and past ancestors,17 or, 
as Golden hypothesizes, this “may also be a form of 
sympathetic magic, a statement that the household 
welcomes children; or a mark of the parents’ unwilling-
ness to give up a treasured child completely.”18

Burying infants in whole or partial amphoras (or 
similarly, under broken tiles) was also common in the 
ancient Roman world.19 For example, Duday describes 
a first-century Gallo-Roman potter’s workshop at Sal-
lèles d’Aude in southern France in which perinatal re-
mains, similar to the Poggio Gramignano cemetery, 
were found buried along walls, protected by broken 
roof tiles and jars.20 Like the Poggio Gramignano cem-
etery, the mortuary contexts of these infants seem to 
vary based on their age, with only two of the older in-
fants having any associated funerary objects. Stevens, 
in an analysis of Roman cemeteries in North Africa, 
similarly describes variation by age even within am-
phora burials, with infants less than 6 months of age 

12 Since 2016, “B” has been used to designate “burial,” as op-
posed to “IB” (indicating “individual burial”) used in earlier 
excavation. Paleodemography has been used to identify cata-
strophic events, and in some instances the demographics of 
who is affected by a disease may help to identify the disease itself  
(see, e.g., Margerison and Knüsel 2002).

13 Scott 1999.
14 Carroll 2018, 163.
15 Pearce 2001.
16 Carroll 2011; Scott and Betsinger 2017.
17 Scott 1991.
18 Golden 1988, 157.
19 Stevens 2013; see also Carroll 2018 for numerous examples.
20 Duday 2009; Duday et al. 2014

being placed in smaller, swaddle or womb-like con-
tainers, and older, weaning-age infants placed in larger, 
more elongated containers.21

Other frequently cited assemblages of Greek and 
Roman infant remains include those discovered in a 
well in Athens that were, like the infants at Lugnano, 
accompanied by canid skeletal remains;22 the cremated 
remains from the Yasmina cemetery of Carthage of 
infants whose demise has been attributed to ritual 
sacrifice until more recent analyses concluded that ill-
ness was a more likely cause of death;23 the so-called 
“brothel babies” of the Ashkelon perinatal skeleton 
sample in Israel;24 and the infants interred in Yewden 
Roman Villa in modern-day Buckinghamshire in the 
United Kingdom,25 initially hypothesized as having 
been victims of infanticide.26 Each of these examples 
is unique and variable and has been subject to multiple 
interpretations, but as with the infants of Lugnano, 
there is significance in the fact that each of these as-
semblages seems to represent intentional burial in a 
space reserved only for infants. As Gowland, speaking 
specifically of Romano-British burials, asserts, “Burial 
of infants in these locations was an active choice which 
stemmed from specific cultural understandings of the 
mother-infant nexus, its rupture upon the death of the 
foetus/infant, and the ritual practices that follow.”27

That there are relatively few examples of Roman 
infant burials or cemeteries is somewhat surprising. 
According to some estimates, close to 30% of Roman 
infants perished in the first year of life;28 thus, possible 
reasons for the high infant mortality seen at Poggio 
Gramignano (or in any of the above examples) are 
manifold and may have included common childhood 
illnesses, poor nutrition, obstetric complications, or 

21 Stevens 2013.
22 Liston et al. 2018.
23 Schwartz et al. 2010; Xella et al. 2013.
24 Smith and Kahila 1992.
25 Hassan et al. 2014.
26 Though infanticide is described as common in the Roman 

world, some scholars dispute it actually took place with any reg-
ularity (Carroll 2011), and criticism has been leveled at early 
analyses of both the Ashkelon and Yewden burials as supposed 
examples of infanticide (Millet and Gowland 2015). The very 
young age of many of these individuals (especially the prema-
ture fetuses), would have meant infanticide was simply unnec-
essary, as survival was highly unlikely anyway (Halcrow et al. 
2017), excluding it as a likely cause of death.

27 Gowland 2020, 267.
28 Gowland et al. 2014.
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preterm delivery.29 Malaria, especially the P. falciparum 
strain, is especially deadly to infants and children as 
well as pregnant women, and pregnancy loss due to 
this disease may have been a common occurrence for 
Roman women living in areas where malaria was en-
demic.30 Without a corresponding adult cemetery, it 
is difficult to say with certainty whether these burials 
represent an episode of increased infant mortality; in 
fact, an increase in neonatal death in this community 
may instead indicate a more fertile population.31

While infant death may have been a fact of life for 
this and other Roman communities, the unique re-
sponse to these deaths is of particular interest. The 
presence of esoteric items in and around the burials—
including bronze cauldrons, a toad skeleton found 
on top of one child’s chest,32 a raven’s talon, a bone 
doll, and numerous juvenile canid remains—evokes 
magic and witchcraft.33 Such votives do not typically 
appear in other infant cemeteries (or assemblages of 
infant remains) in the Roman world,34 and they have 
been interpreted as possible relics of an earlier belief 
system.35 Belief in witchcraft, ghosts, and other super-
natural phenomena would have been commonplace in 
the rural Umbrian community to which these infants 
belonged.36 The connection between the infant dead 
and witches specifically (described in detail below), 
combined with unusual mortuary treatment for some 
of the individuals (e.g., the seemingly intentional 
placement of stones over the wrists and ankles of the 
toddler- aged child in IB36, the individual known to 
have been infected with P. falciparum malaria at the 
time of death37) suggests that the living community 
may have feared that the cause of death for at least 
some of these individuals was supernatural in origin 
and that specialized mortuary treatment was needed.

29 A prematurely born infant of less than 7 gestational months 
was not likely to survive outside the womb (Lewis and Gowland 
2007), a fact understood in the Roman world and recorded by 
Pliny the Elder (Parkin 2013).

30 Stivala 2015.
31 Buikstra et al. 1986.
32 While it cannot be ruled out that this is intrusive, the dis-

tinct placement of the toad is noteworthy.
33 Soren and Soren 1999, 517; see also Soren 2015.
34 Carroll 2018, 199–207.
35 Soren and Soren 1999, 524–25.
36 Soren and Soren 1999, 517–20.
37 Sallares and Gomzi 2001.

reconstructing burial circumstances 
Because the body and its associated funerary ob-

jects may have been altered significantly between the 
time of deposition and the time of discovery, recon-
structing the original mortuary context is a critical 
component of understanding past funerary behavior 
and the ritual significance that may be present in some 
burials. An approach to funerary archaeology that 
provides a framework for such reconstruction is the 
archaeothanatological method. Developed by Duday 
and colleagues at the University of Bordeaux, this ap-
proach specifically examines the natural processes 
that alter human remains after death while emphasiz-
ing the social aspect of the mortuary context.38 The 
archaeothanatological approach allows excavators to 
make inferences about how the body has come to rest 
in its final position as it is discovered, excavated, and 
analyzed in situ. While similar to the well-established 
fields of bioarchaeology and mortuary archaeology, 
archaeothanatology places an added emphasis on 
the natural processes of decomposition and skeletal 
disarticulation and how these may affect the final for-
mation (and thus the interpretation) of a burial con-
text. Insights gained from this method might include 
whether the context represents a primary or second-
ary inhumation, whether decomposition took place 
in an open space or in direct contact with the soil, the 
relationship between the body and its associated fu-
nerary objects, and whether the body’s position was 
altered with the use of organic containers, shrouds, 
or ligatures.39 These inferences are made based on the 
degree of skeletal articulation of individual elements, 
especially the positioning of so-called persistent (du-
rable) versus labile (nondurable) articulations. The 
categorization of articulations as either durable or non-
durable, and the assumption that nondurable joints 
will be the first to disarticulate are essential aspects of 
the archaeothanatological method. Non-load-bearing 
joints lacking strong ligamentous attachments during 
life are categorized as “labile” or nondurable, while 
larger, load-bearing joints with strong ligamentous at-
tachments are categorized as “persistent” or durable.40

38 Duday and Guillon 2006; Duday 2009.
39 Duday 2009.
40 Duday and Guillon 2006, 128.
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Identifying Atypical Features in Infant Burials 
Separating intentional mortuary treatment from 

the effects of postdepositional burial taphonomy is 
especially important for the accurate identification 
and interpretation of atypical burials. The archaeo- 
thanatological approach is used in this analysis to 
more closely examine the relationship between the 
infants, their mortuary contexts, and the evidence for 
acts of ritual and mourning that may have accompa-
nied their burial. Because infants were so frequently 
excluded from communal cemetery spaces in antiq-
uity, infant-only cemeteries are sometimes consid-
ered non-normative in and of themselves, even in 
the absence of other markers of unusual mortuary 
treatment.41 Nevertheless, some consistent patterns 
exist in other examples of infant burials in the Roman 
world that help to define normative infant burials ver-
sus non-normative. Burial under the floors of domes-
tic structures,42 burial in amphoras or other jar-like 
containers,43 and the inclusion of objects such as coins, 
beads, lamps, vessels, and even protective amulets44 are 
characteristics seen in other Roman infant burial as-
semblages, and thus may be considered normative. In 
the Roman world, atypical or “deviant” burial of adults 
has included features such as prone placement, bodily 
mutilation, decapitation, dismemberment, or “bound 
and secure” burials, including those which have been 
weighed down with stones.45 In the case of the Poggio 
Gramignano cemetery, funerary treatments consid-
ered atypical include the weighing down of limbs with 
bricks, tiles, or stones (an act that suggests the literal 
or symbolic confinement of the individual in their 
grave), the intentional placement of stones inside the 
mouth of the deceased (as though to ritually seal this 
opening), and the inclusion of funerary objects with 
possible magical significance.

41 Taylor 2008; Murphy 2011. Carroll (2018, 152) describes 
that in some Roman cemeteries, infant burials may be concen-
trated in certain areas even when, in other parts of the same cem-
etery, adults and sometimes older children are accompanied by 
infants, presumably in family groups.

42 Scott 1999; Norman 2003; Carroll 2011. 
43 Stevens 2013.
44 Carroll 2011; 2018, 199–207.
45 Taylor 2008, 100.

methods and materials
A total of 59 burials containing 62 mostly complete 

individuals have been recovered from the infant and 
child cemetery since excavations of the villa began 
in the 1980s (fig. 1).46 Confined to the villa’s west-
facing Rooms 10, 11, 12, 15, and 17, these burials 
include nine fetuses, 21 perinates, 30 infants under 
1 year of age, and two children (one aged 2 to 3 years 
and one 8 to 12 years); thus the majority range in age 
from approximately 6 lunar (gestational) months to 1 
year.47 As mentioned previously, burial style includes 
simple inhumation (burial directly in the soil), burial 
inside a broken amphora, as well as a coppa- and alla 
cappuccina-style burial. While most of them are single 
burials, there are two double burials (IB8 and IB40). 
Prior analyses of the remains included age assessment 
and the identification of pathologies and trauma. Such 
analyses were also applied to newly excavated burials 
and are discussed in detail below.

Since 2016, 15 burials have been uncovered from 
the infant cemetery.48 A sample of 10 of these buri-
als (B49–B60, excluding B54) were excavated and 
analyzed in situ by this author using the archaeo- 
thanatological method.49 Like earlier burials, these are 
concentrated in the villa’s west-facing rooms overlook-
ing the Tiber River and are placed near or against the 
walls of the original structure. The burials were discov-
ered as part of ongoing excavations of the surrounding 
villa, efforts that were undertaken by a team of Italian 
and American archaeologists. With the exception of 
the amphora burial B52, which was removed intact to 

46 Four burials (IB41–IB44) are disturbed burials. They are 
included in this count because they have been designated by 
their own burial numbers. As noted, “IB” indicates “individual 
burial” in burials excavated before 2016. 

47 According to Lewis (2007, 2), a fetus is an unborn infant 
from 8 weeks to birth, a perinate is an infant between 24 gesta-
tional weeks and 7 days postnatal, and a neonate is a newborn up 
to 27 days old. Because the definitions of perinates and neonates 
overlap to some degree, the term neonate is used here when the 
upper age estimate of the infant was determined to be at least 
2 months. Lewis describes “infants” as between 1 week and 1 
year of age.

48 Montagnetti et al. 2020.
49 The designation B54 is not attached to a true burial but to 

two isolated skeletal elements initially believed to be a burial. 
No additional skeletal elements were recovered after excavating 
the area around these elements, and so the designation “burial” 
was removed. 
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the laboratory for full excavation, all burials were ex-
cavated in the field by an osteologist. Mortuary data 
taken in the field included the position of the body, 
the cardinal orientation of the head (i.e., the end of the 
grave at which the head was pointed, rather than the di-
rection of the face), and the presence of any associated 
funerary objects or burnt materials. Efforts were made 
to record the exact position of these in relation to the 
body, but some small artifacts were discovered during 
sieving after removal of the skeleton. This mortuary 
data also included the presence of stones or tiles that 
may have been intentionally placed on the bodies or 
limbs, or inside the mouths of the individuals.

Observations specific to the archaeothanatological 
method included the degree of skeletal articulation, 
taking into account evidence that individual elements 
may have been displaced during the unique circum-
stances of decomposition (e.g., space surrounding the 
body, the use of swaddles at the time of deposition) 
in order to reconstruct the probable original position 
of the body. Duday suggests further observations be 
made during the excavation of infant burials: for ex-

ample, for an infant placed on its back (supine), the 
first rib will lie on top of the second and so on, though 
this pattern will be reversed in a prone burial.50 When 
decomposition takes place in a void space, the ribs will 
open into a “fan” shape when the cartilage connecting 
the rib ends to the sternum decomposes. Similarly, the 
bones of the cranial vault, no longer held together with 
fibrous membranes, will collapse into the empty space 
left when the brain tissue disappears, potentially ob-
scuring the original position of the head (though this 
may sometimes be reconstructed using the position of 
the petrous portion of the temporal bones51). Decom-
position in a cavity is explicitly described by Duday, 
with displaced elements indicating the presence of 
a void during decomposition.52 Such displacement 
might be expected in amphora and alla cappuccina-
style burials. In contrast, when decomposition takes 

50 Duday et al. 2014.
51 Duday 2009, 58–71.
52 Duday 2009, 34.

fig. 1. Excavation plan of the villa at Poggio Gramignano near Lugnano in Teverina as of 2019. All 
burials are located along the walls of R 10, 11, 12, 15, and 17 (R = room; modified from Martin et 
al. forthcoming; used with permission).
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place in a filled space, the area once occupied by soft 
tissue is gradually replaced by fill in a process termed 
transubstantiation.53 If elements have not become dis-
articulated from the rest of the skeleton, it can be as-
sumed they were held in place, such as by the edges or 
floor of the burial pit. This indicates burial in a filled 
space. Delayed filling, on the other hand, may be evi-
denced by a flattened rib cage and the separation of the 
vertebral articulations.

The relative completeness of the remains from the 
infant cemetery,54 coupled with a high degree of skel-
etal articulation (especially of smaller, labile elements), 
suggests that these are primary burials. Some degree of 
breakage was present in each set of remains; however, 
inhumed burials experienced higher degrees of bone 
diagenesis and taphonomic damage compared to those 
protected by roof tiles and amphoras. This damage 
was limited to mild root scoring and reduced skeletal 
preservation, particularly near the more porous meta-
physeal ends of the bones of the arms and legs. In many 
instances, it was difficult to separate environmental 
damage from the porosity typical of the developing 
infant skeleton. There was no evidence of disturbance 
by scavengers. Two amphora burials had been partially 
disarticulated from presumed rodent activity, though 
the bones showed no signs of rodent gnawing.

Analysis was conducted using osteological stan-
dards,55 with fetal age determined by ossification,56 the 
sequence of dental development and eruption,57 and 
the length of skeletal elements58 (typically the long 
bones).59 Pathology was diagnosed referencing Lewis,60 
Buikstra,61 and Aufderheide and Rodríguez-Martín.62 
Infant and juvenile pathology and trauma were as-
sessed referencing Lewis, who specifically discusses 

53 Duday et al. 2014.
54 Based on Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994.
55 Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994, 44.
56 Scheuer and Black 2000.
57 Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994, 51 .
58 Fazekas and Kósa 1978.
59 Accurate age assessment is essential, as important social 

and biological differences exist depending on whether the in-
fant in question is a fetus, a full-term neonate that was born alive 
but died shortly after death, or a full-term infant that was not 
born alive.

60 Lewis 2018.
61 Buikstra 2019.
62 Aufderheide and Rodríguez-Martín 1998.

this skeletal collection.63 Each of the 10 intact burials 
excavated using the archaeothanatological method is 
considered in detail below. Pathology and trauma are 
noted only when present.

results
Descriptions of the burials are summarized in 

table 1. Initial excavations of the site describe variable 
mortuary treatment based on age, with fetuses receiv-
ing simple inhumation burials while older infants were 
placed in amphora and tile tombs, occasionally with 
one or more funerary objects.64 Among the newly exca-
vated burials, a similar pattern exists: three of the four 
fetuses (aged 6 to 7 lunar months) had been buried 
directly in the soil, while only one had been placed in 
an amphora. Of the seven older infants, aged newborn 
to 12 months, four had been placed in amphoras and 
three had received simple inhumation burials. The old-
est individual, a child of 8 to 12 years, had received a 
cappuccina-style burial under roof tiles. Notably, only 
this child (B51), a newborn (B52), and a much smaller 
fetus (B48, aged 7 lunar months) were associated with 
any funerary objects other than bricks and tiles. Five 
of the new burials presented some form of visible pa-
thology (discussed in detail below), of which three 
had received mortuary treatment that could possibly 
be described as atypical.

Pathology 
Skeletal lesions present in the new burials are con-

sistent with those described by Soren and Soren and 
are detailed in table 2.65 The oldest individual, B51 
(8 to 12 years), displayed barely discernable poros-
ity of the ectocranial surface of the vault, maxilla, and 
mastoid process. Burials 55, 57, and 58, all newborn 
individuals aged no more than 2 months, displayed 
potentially pathological lesions and some porosity 
on the endocranial surface of the vault and (for B57 
only) the orbits, along with potentially irregular bone 
deposition on the outer table of the vault and (for B55 
only) localized plaque deposition on the endocranial 
surface of the vault. Faint porosity was visible on the 
endocranial surface of the vault of B59, along with new 
bone deposition localized on the cruciform eminence 

63 Lewis 2018, 198.
64 Soren and Soren 1999, 49.
65 Soren and Soren 1999, 512.
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table 1. Descriptions of burials excavated during the 2018 and 2019 field seasons. Age is given in lunar months (LM) 
for fetuses, months (M) for infants under 1 year, and years (Y) for children older than 1 year.

Burial No. and Type Age of Interred Associated Funerary Objects Burial Position 
 48 (inhumation)  7 LM cooking vessel, metal ring, coin, 

unidentified burnt material 
Loosely flexed; head northwest  

49 (inhumation) 6–7 LM brick laid over the body Loosely flexed; head northeast 
50 (amphora) 0–2 M none Supine, legs crossed; head 

northeast 
51 (cappuccina) 8–12 Y two small beads, candelabrum 

fragment, pickaxe head, stone 
placed inside mouth, cow skull   

Supine, legs flexed, face turned 
over left shoulder; head east 

52 (amphora) 0–6 M small coin  Supine; head northeast 

53 (inhumation) 6–7 LM none Supine; head northeast. Possibly 
swaddled (arms parallel to torso) 

54 (inhumation) fetal  none Unknown 
55 (inhumation) 0–2 M large stone over body  Supine, legs extended; head north-

west. Possibly loosely swaddled or 
shrouded 

56 (amphora) 7 LM none Supine, but body slightly flexed; 
head northeast. Possibly swaddled 
(arms parallel to torso) 

57 (inhumation) 0–2 M small stone in the mouth   Supine, legs flexed; head north-
east. Possibly swaddled

58 (amphora) 0–2 M none Supine; head northeast. Possibly 
swaddled  

59 (amphora) 9–12 M possibly also associated with can-
delabrum, pickaxe head, and cow 
skull from B51

Supine; head southeast 

60 (inhumation) 0–2 M none  Supine; head southeast  

table 2. Skeletal pathologies in individuals uncovered during the 2018 and 2019 field seasons.

Burial No. Age of Interred Pathology
51 8–12 years Barely discernable porosity of the ectocranial surface; barely discernable porosity of 

the maxilla and mastoid process 
55 0–2 months “Hair-on-end” endocranial lesions, endocranial porosity (pronounced on the basilar 

part of occipital), as well as mild porosity of the ectocranial surface; localized areas of 
plaque deposition on endocranial surface; plaque-like deposits with mild porosity on 
endocranial aspect of the orbit; arms and legs display mild inflammatory reactions 

57 0–2 months Inflammatory reaction on the vault, possible cribra orbitalia; irregular deposition of 
bone on the outer table of the vault 

58 0–2 months Inflammatory pitting on endocranial surface, right parietal and frontal bones; inflam-
matory reaction on the left femur 

59 9–12 months New bone deposition on cruciform eminence of the occipital, possibly pathological; 
faint porosity visible on the ectocranial surface 
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(potentially pathological but possibly due to erosion). 
Periosteal reactions were also visible on some of the 
limbs of B55 and B58.

Certain challenges are present when identifying 
pathological lesions in infant skeletons. Thus, the ap-
parent lesions and inflammation on parts of the cra-
nium and postcranial skeleton may be attributable 
to physiological periostitis (rapid bone growth in the 
developing infant) rather than infection.66 Further-
more, it is possible that the appearance of porosity 
could be explained by taphonomy and the erosion of 
the bone postmortem, particularly for simple inhuma-
tions in direct contact with the soil. The assumption 
that the apparent lesions identified in these 10 burials 
represent true pathology is based on comparison to 
previously analyzed individuals in the collection and 
published examples of similar skeletal pathologies in 
the references listed above. Of course, without aDNA 
analysis, the precise etiology of the lesions cannot be 
determined with absolute certainty.

Cranial lesions present in these individuals may, as 
was previously hypothesized, be attributable to anemia 
(possibly caused by malaria), though thalassemia67 and 
nutritional deficiency68 are other possibilities likely for 
this population. For these same individuals, lesions 
appearing on the endocranial surface of the vault may 
be evidence of past tissue inflammation, such as that 
resulting from metabolic disease, or potentially hema-
toma linked to trauma, including injuries sustained 
during birth.69

Burial Taphonomy and Mortuary Ritual
The archaeothanatological method allows for spe-

cific insight regarding each distinct type of mortu-
ary treatment. Among the burials excavated using 
the archaeothanatological method (which included 
simple inhumation burial, burial in an amphora, and 
cappuccina-style entombment), all appear to be pri-
mary deposits that had been altered very little since 
the time of deposition, including during postfunerary 
mortuary practices. This is indicated by the relatively 
high degrees of both skeletal completeness and articu-
lation (including of small elements such as the bones 

66 Lewis 2018, 132.
67 Lewis 2012.
68 Walker et al. 2009.
69 Lewis 2018, 108; Abegg et al. 2020

of the hands and feet), and the lack of evidence of ex-
posure prior to discovery, in the form of sun bleaching 
or carnivore damage. Burials 48 and 49, both simple 
inhumations of fetuses, had been laid on their sides in 
a loosely flexed position. The remaining burials, in-
cluding B51, had been placed in a supine position. In 
all cases, skeletal elements were in their approximate 
anatomical position. Because the bodies of these in-
fants were discovered in the position in which they 
were deposited, it is important to note that none of 
the infants had been placed face down or in any other 
position suggestive of disrespect.

The amphora burials and the single alla cappuccina 
burial display some of the characteristics of decompo-
sition in a void described by Duday, as do several of the 
inhumations that were partially placed on top of bricks 
and stones that created empty spaces below the body. 
This is evident in B51 (fig. 2), the child entombed 
under roof tiles: the child’s thoracic spine is displaced 
from the rest of the vertebral column, while the fifth 
lumbar vertebra, still articulated with the sacrum, is 
displaced from the rest of the lumbar spine. While 
still in their approximate anatomical position, the 
pubis and left os coxa had become slightly disarticu-
lated from the rest of the pelvis. In the amphora burial 
B50 (fig. 3, showing the burial after it had been fully 
excavated in the lab), the body of the newborn infant 
remains fairly well articulated except for the pelvis, 
which has fallen out of anatomical position even while 
the legs have remained flexed above the abdomen. 
Disarticulation is also visible in B58 (fig. 4), in which 
nearly all of the elements appear to have been displaced 
by small burrowing animals after the body had been 
skeletonized, and similarly, to a lesser degree, in B59 
(fig. 5). Several of the inhumation burials, laid over un-
even beds of bricks, large sherds, and stones with small, 
empty spaces between them, likewise experienced the 
effects of decomposition in a void: the femora of B57 
(figs. 6, 7) appear to have fallen out of anatomical po-
sition, the right leg being completely displaced and 
only the lower left leg appearing to be undisturbed. 
In B60 (figs. 8, 9), the left side of the body appears to 
have shifted unevenly along a mild slope created by the 
dolia fragments underlying it, though it remains in ap-
proximate anatomical position.

In all of the infant burials, the vault has come apart 
at the unfused cranial sutures and been partially dis-
placed and fallen inward. In none of the amphora buri-
als had the rib cage opened into the predicted “fan” 
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shape, perhaps providing evidence that these individu-
als were, if not tightly swaddled, at least wrapped in a 
shroud at the time of deposition. The flattened ribs in 
all of the five complete simple inhumations indicate 
a rapid filling of the grave, suggesting a single act of 
burial instead of a gradual filling of a space into which 
an infant was deposited. Notably, in the amphora buri-
als such as B56 (fig. 10), the body of the infant appears 
to have conformed to the shape of the amphora as de-
composition took place. Possibly, the curved shape of 

the amphora helped to cradle the small bodies of the 
infants and prevented a more pronounced displace-
ment of individual skeletal elements.

fig. 2. Burial 51, a child of 8 to 10 years buried in a cappuccina-
style tomb made of roof tiles, in situ. A small limestone is visible 
in the child’s mouth (full scale = 20 cm; D. Pickel).

fig. 3. Burial 50, a neonate placed in a broken amphora, after 
being fully excavated in the lab. The body lies on its left side, 
with the legs flexed above the abdomen. The bones of the 
skull and mandible have become partially disarticulated at the 
unfused sutures. 

fig. 4. Burial 58, a neonate placed in a broken amphora, in situ. 
The skeleton has been disarticulated but remains in its approxi-
mate anatomical position (S. Malis).
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Duday’s method describes how excavators can infer 
whether a body was placed in a constricted space 
or, more relevant to this investigation, was tightly 
wrapped, shrouded, or swaddled.70 This is potentially 
significant as swaddling, like bathing and naming, was 
one of several formal rituals performed after birth that 
signified a family’s intent to keep the infant,71 and the 
subsequent removal of swaddling clothes after 40 to 
60 days marked another early rite of passage for the 
newborn.72 A number of direct and indirect archaeo-
logical examples exist of infants buried in their swad-
dling clothes,73 but the position of the skeleton itself 
may provide evidence of organic materials no longer 
present. For example, Duday describes the burial of a 
newborn infant at Sallèles d’Aude who was likely swad-

70 Duday 2009.
71 Carroll 2018, 8; see also Gowland and Halcrow 2020.
72 Gowland et al. 2014.
73 Carroll 2012; 2018; Ivelva 2017.

dled at the time of deposition, evidenced by the paral-
lel positioning of the infant’s limbs against their body.74

Six of the newly excavated burials are of newborns 
(birth to no more than 2 months postpartum). Poten-
tially, swaddling may indicate the infant had been born 
alive but perished before their swaddling clothes were 
permanently removed around 2 months postpartum. 
In contrast, premature or newborn infants who do not 
appear to have been swaddled may have been stillborn 
and never received this particular ceremonial treat-
ment, though it is still possible they were wrapped in 
a shroud before burial. Carroll describes how infants 
were swaddled for up to the first 60 days of life and 
then only gradually freed,75 so it is possible that some 
of the infants had been in this state of partial swaddling 
at the time of deposition. A similar explanation is given 
by Duday for a burial of an infant too old to be swad-
dled, at Sallèles d’Aude, who may instead have been 
wrapped in a shroud that was secured with a brooch.76

As noted above, some skeletal elements were par-
tially displaced due to empty space below the body. 
However, several infants lay with their legs or arms ex-
tended in a position reminiscent of votives of swaddled 
newborns.77 The small fetuses in B53 (an inhumation) 
and B56 (an amphora burial) were positioned with 
their arms parallel to the torso, though the position 
of the legs could not be determined. The legs of B55 
(figs. 11, 12), a neonate, are clearly extended, though 
the arms are slightly flexed. The neonates in B57 and 
B58, though partially disarticulated, were also clearly 
laid in an extended position. In contrast, in B48 and 
B49 (both fetuses) and B50 (a neonate) the infants’ 
legs were flexed into a “fetal” position, suggesting they 
were not formally swaddled before burial.78 Similarly, 
the infant in B59, old enough at approximately 9 to 12 
months to be out of swaddling clothes, is positioned 
with the arms parallel to the torso, while the femora, 
tibiae, and the right fibula (all disarticulated but in 
their approximate anatomical positions) overlay each 
other in the tapered bottom of the amphora in which 
they were placed, as though the legs had been gen-
tly flexed to fit the length of the body into the avail-
able space. In the absence of more direct evidence 

74 Duday 2009.
75 Carroll 2012.
76 Duday 2009, 63–69. 
77 Carroll 2011; 2018.
78 B50 was partially excavated in the laboratory. It was at this 

phase that the position of the body became clearly visible. 

fig. 5. Burial 59, an infant of 9 to 12 months placed in a broken 
amphora, in situ. The infant’s vertebrae and pelvis are not in 
articulation, but the approximate position of the body is still 
visible (scale = cm; S. Malis).
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of swaddling (e.g., the presence of pins or rings that 
would have held swaddling bands or clothes in place), 
it is difficult to say whether the position of the bodies 
alone is enough to indicate whether or not this treat-
ment took place. Whether or not swaddling occurred, 
that the limbs of the infants appear to have been ar-
ranged suggests that burial took place, at minimum, 
several hours after death, when rigor had subsided. 
This period may reflect the length of time needed to 
journey from the settlement to the cemetery, or a pe-
riod of mourning or funerary treatment that involved 
contact with the body.

Environmental factors such as temperature and 
ambient humidity would have affected how decom-
position occurred and, ultimately, individual preser-
vation. Botanical evidence (specifically the presence 
of honeysuckle, which blooms in July) from previous 
excavations suggests death occurred in the middle of 
summer for at least some individuals,79 a time when 
decomposition would have occurred more rapidly.80 
If similarly warm and humid conditions were present 
when the other burials took place, overall preservation 
may have been aided by the appearance of adipocere 
formation in the fatty tissue of the infants.81 Further-

79 Soren and Soren 1999, 523.
80 This possibly indicates contemporaneous burial for these 

individuals. Also, of the original 47 burials, Soren and Soren 
(1999, 492–93) describe 11 distinct clusters of burials, which 
are likely contemporaneous with each other.

81 Gill-King 1997.

fig. 7. Drawing of Burial 57 outlining the position of the body 
in situ. Gray indicates pottery fragments (scale = cm).

fig. 6. Burial 57, the simple inhumation of a neonate, with 
what appears to be a small stone placed in the mouth, in situ. 
Empty spaces between stones under the body may explain why 
skeletal elements from the lower part of the body have become 
disarticulated (scale = cm).
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more, infants are born with a largely sterile gut tract, 
and the absence of this gut bacteria in stillborn or 
short-lived newborns can delay decomposition and 
lessen the severity of bone diagenesis.82 Neonates with 
overall better preservation were possibly stillborn or 
died shortly after birth.

Decomposition may alter the original placement 
of mortuary objects in the same way that skeletal ele-
ments can be moved from their primary position over 
time.83 However, the close association of these objects 
with the body suggests they are in their approximate 
primary position.

Three individuals (B51, B55, and B59) were ac-
companied by funerary objects other than tiles and 
stones.84 These objects, which were more closely asso-
ciated with the older child in B51 but were also in close 
proximity to B59, include a fragmented bronze funer-
ary candelabrum, a bronze pickaxe head, and a cow 
skull.85 While B51 (8 to 12 years) seems to have had a 
stone intentionally placed in their mouth, the younger 
B55 (newborn to 2 months) appears to have had a large 
stone placed over their abdomen (fig. 13), which may 
have become slightly displaced as decomposition oc-
curred. Among the youngest of the individuals found, 
B48 (aged 7 gestational months) was accompanied by 

82 Booth et al. 2016.
83 Booth et al. 2016.
84 Described in more detail in Montagnetti et al. 2020.
85 Montagnetti et al. 2020.

fig. 8. Burial 60, a neonate placed over tiles, in situ. While the 
approximate position of the body is visible, elements appear 
to have become displaced to the left, along the slope of the un-
derlying tile, as decomposition occurred (scale = cm; S. Malis).

fig. 9. Drawing of Burial 60 outlining the position of the body 
in situ. Gray indicates pottery fragments (scale = cm).

fig. 10. Burial 56, a fetus placed in an amphora. The lower part 
of the body has become disarticulated (scale = cm; S. Malis).
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two overturned cooking vessels containing unidenti-
fied burnt materials, a metal ring, and a small coin. 
This is potentially significant as vessels that had been 
placed in an upside-down position uncovered during 
the initial excavation were interpreted as symbolic of-
ferings to underworld deities,86 an idea echoed in other 
examples of Roman ritual feasting.87 Both B48 and B52 
(aged 0 to 6 months) had a single coin included in the 
burial. There appeared to be no significance in the 
orientation of the burials, the only preference being to 
place the infants along walls of the rooms.

Atypical Burial
Atypical, non-normative, or “deviant” burials may 

be distinguished by certain features that are consistent 
cross-culturally.88 Atypical burials have been tradi-
tionally defined as those in which the body has been, 

86 Soren and Soren 1999, 517.
87 Greenewalt and Payne 1978, 55.
88 Taylor 2008.

fig. 12. Drawing of Burial 55 outlining the position of the body 
in situ. Gray indicates pottery fragments (scale = cm).

fig. 13. Burial 55 at an earlier phase of excavation. A large stone 
rests above the infant’s abdomen, possibly placed there with 
intention at the time of deposition (D. Pickel).

fig. 11. Burial 55, the simple inhumation of a neonate. The legs 
and arms of the infant are extended, possibly suggesting they 
had been loosely swaddled or shrouded at the time of deposi-
tion (scale = cm).
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relative to normative funerary practices of the culture, 
unusually positioned or manipulated after death, un-
usually “secured” or restricted within the grave, or ac-
companied by unusual objects.89 Such burials may be 
granted to those who have suffered a “bad death,” in-
cluding individuals who were ill and those who died 
unexpectedly or prematurely.90 The features that mark 
a burial as atypical are variable and largely depend on 
the broader cultural context.91 Notably, such unusual 
burials have been documented as being associated 
with times of environmental or cultural stress (such 
as the burden of an epidemic). Aspöck explains that 
“unusual burials were manifestations of latent archaic 
beliefs, forming very powerful rituals which ‘emerged’ 
at certain occasions when the living felt endangered. 
Furthermore, it was suggested that these rituals might 
have been practiced secretly, because they were dif-
ferent from the prevailing belief systems of the lead-
ing social groups.”92 This is similar (if not identical) to 
the phenomenon of “revitalization movements” de-
scribed by Wallace93 and proposed as an explanation 
for the “pagan” elements of the Poggio Gramignano 
cemetery by Soren and Soren.94 Times of cultural or 
environmental stress have likewise been associated 
with a belief in witches.95 According to Petts, unusual 
mortuary treatment (including decapitation and prone 
burial, common examples of non-normative burial) 
in late Romano-British funerary rites may have been 
reactionary against the expansion of Christianity, and 
these rites, along with burial in “more peripheral loca-
tions . . . may even have been an attempt to develop 
more overtly ‘pagan’ rites in the face of an increasing 
Christian orthodoxy.”96

Four of the newly excavated burials contained one 
or more indicators of atypical burial. The oldest child 
with the most associated funerary objects, B51, had 
been placed under two large roof tiles in a partial  
cappuccina-style burial, and had been deposited with a 
cut limestone block placed in their mouth. The child 
lay in a supine position, the head resting above the 
left shoulder and facing the wall of the tomb, with the 

89 Taylor 2008.
90 Tsaliki 2008.
91 Murphy 2008.
92 Aspöck 2008.
93 Wallace 1956.
94 Soren and Soren 1999, 524.
95 Walker 1998.
96 Petts 2016, 673.

legs very gently flexed toward the left side of the body. 
Possibly, the legs had been slightly bent to fit entirely 
under the roof tiles. As noted above, the vertebral 
column and pelvis had become partially displaced, 
a characteristic of burial in an empty space when the 
ligamentous tissue that holds the spine in a curved 
position disintegrates.97 At the time of discovery, the 
jaw was in a wide open position, with the stone resting 
where the tongue had been in life. Because of the open 
jaw (an unnatural position for a body laid on its side), 
the stone appears to have been intentionally placed 
inside the mouth. According to Duday’s method, the 
articulation of the cervical vertebrae, rotated to the left 
along with the head, provides further evidence that 
this is the original position of the head, because while 
it is possible for the head to rotate to one side after the 
ligaments holding the skull to the atlas and axis have 
decomposed, the skeletonized neck will not rotate 
with the head.98 Besides the unusually placed stone, the 
roof tiles may have served the purpose of securing the 
burial. For example, Taylor, citing Farwell and Molle-
son, describes the similar roof-tile entombment of a 
6-year-old child at Poundbury, Dorset, as an example 
of an “unusually secure” burial.99

A large, heavy stone was laid over the abdomen of 
the neonate in B55, while the even younger B49, a 
fetus, had been inhumed with a brick placed over their 
small head and torso. Burial 57, a neonate, had been 
covered with large rocks and ceramics covering their 
torso. A small stone was also discovered inside the 
mouth, possibly an unintentional inclusion, though its 
distinctively square shape makes it notable. In Roman 
Britain, burials have been discovered in which adults 
were intentionally weighed down with rocks or large 
stones.100 For infants specifically, Henig describes an 
amphora burial containing commingled cremains, 
from Warwick Square, London, which had been “care-
fully battened down with tiles and pot-lids to prevent 
the ghosts of the dead, evidently a mother and child, 
from walking.”101

While it is possible that some of the large stones 
seemingly placed over the bodies of these infants actu-
ally fell from the surrounding, crumbling walls, their 

97 Duday and Guillon 2006.
98 Duday 2009.
99 Taylor 2008; Farwell and Molleson 1993.
100 Taylor 2008, 109–10.
101 Henig 1984, 193.



jordan a. wilson234 [aja 126

positions suggest that they were being used in a fashion 
similar to the bricks, tiles, and sherds found elsewhere 
in the cemetery. Large stones may have been used in 
the same way as tiles, and due to their size are less 
likely to have moved significantly as decomposition 
occurred. Undoubtedly, the materials used in a po-
tentially ritual way were taken from the surrounding, 
crumbling villa. Soren and Soren explain the use of this 
material in grave spaces, remarking that “reused bricks, 
tiles, wall stones and chunks of mortar served to prop 
up bodies, delineate burial areas or reseal amphorae.”102 
While the inclusion of these elements may ultimately 
be practical rather than ritual, with the stones intended 
to simply cover the body or add protection from scav-
engers, they are considered in the broader context of 
the cemetery in which there was atypical funerary 
behavior and ritual artifacts believed to be associated 
with witchcraft, and in which a number of infants likely 
suffered protracted illness (as sometimes evidenced by 
visible skeletal pathologies) potentially with alarming 
physical manifestations or behavioral changes.

discussion
Considering the results presented above, the pos-

sibility can be explored that this cemetery contains 
evidence of fear of the dead, mourning, and the rec-
ognition of infant personhood. The burials at Poggio 
Gramignano are unique, but not necessarily for any 
of these individual features. Historical records pro-
vide detailed, if sometimes conflicting, information 
on infancy, infant death, and the appropriate funer-
ary rites for infants in the Roman world. Officially, 
social personh ood was not conferred on infants until 
they were named on the eighth or ninth day of life,103 
though even if this ritual (much like bathing and swad-
dling) had been completed, mourning was not lawfully 
sanctioned for any time period for infants under 1 year 
of age.104 Infants with unerupted teeth (which occurs at 
approximately 6 months of age) were customarily in-
humed instead of cremated as was typical for adults,105 
but they were not to receive libations or other funerary 
rites.106 Infants were sometimes accompanied by fu-

102 Soren and Soren 1999, 489.
103 Carroll 2018, 12.
104 Carroll 2018, 240. 
105 Carroll 2011; 2018, 16.
106 Carroll 2012; 2018, 238.

nerary objects, but not commonly,107 and these would 
presumably be less frequent in the graves of stillborn 
or very premature infants. Finally, though infants were 
sometimes included in normal cemetery spaces and 
even within the burials of adults or older children,108 
it would be highly unusual for an older child to be in-
cluded in a cemetery space reserved for infants.109

Mortuary Ritual Related to Fear of the Dead
The attitudes of this ancient community toward 

death, particularly infant death, may have been a mix 
of fear, grief, and indifference. Numerous examples 
exist of Roman men encouraging stoicism in the face 
of infant death, though specific beliefs concerning the 
fate of those same infants’ souls are not detailed. In 
spite of these sentiments, the physiological and psy-
chological effects in women following perinatal loss 
are profound, some features of which (such as hear-
ing a baby cry at night or fixating on the comfort of 
the infant in its grave, as summarized by Murphy110) 
could have seemed supernatural to bereaved mothers 
in the ancient world.

Fear of the supernatural would have certainly been 
a part of the worldview of the community to which 
these infants belonged. In the Roman world, the death 
of infants and the very young was viewed as “unripe”111 
or “untimely,”112 and it was believed that their un-
quiet souls, already at high risk of being restless and 
antagonistic toward the living113 could be manipu-
lated by witches.114 As Taylor explains, in the Roman 
mind, “[witches and ghosts] were closely linked, for 
witches could commune with, and even temporarily 
raise, the dead as well as use them for fortune telling 
(necromancy).”115 This idea was also present among 
the Greeks, who believed that witches could use the 
souls of infants as carriers of curse tablets.116 Such a 

107 Carroll 2018, 199–207.
108 Carroll 2018, 152–53.
109 Gowland et al. 2014.
110 Murphy 2011. 
111 Norman 2003.
112 Golden (1988) notes that infant death is rarely described 

as “untimely” on grave epitaphs, but Carroll (2018, 212) pres-
ents numerous examples of funerary monuments detailing pro-
found parental grief over the loss of an infant. 

113 Johnston 2013, 127.
114 Soren and Soren 1999.
115 Taylor 2008.
116 Tsaliki 2008.
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connection is suggested by Soren, who draws strong 
parallels between the artifacts recovered from Lugnano 
and the practice of witchcraft described by Horace, in-
cluding the suggestion that this community may have 
feared that witches would disturb the burials and at-
tempt to manipulate the vulnerable spirits of the young 
deceased.117 Hecate, a goddess linked to both mother-
hood and witchcraft and to whom some rituals may 
have been devoted in the cemetery,118 was specifically 
viewed as a guardian of the potentially vengeful spirits 
of the untimely dead.119

The death of an infant would require rituals to ap-
pease underworld gods, the remnants of which might 
be visible as part of the mortuary inclusions seen in 
the infant cemetery. The weighing down of the bod-
ies may be seen as efforts to “secure” the grave or “re-
strict” the body within. The unusual mortuary ritual 
that appears to have accompanied some of the infants 
and children could indicate that the living community 
was anxious over the spiritual implications of these 
untimely deaths, possibly suspecting that witchcraft 
was to blame. This might explain the placement of the 
older children in a cemetery space otherwise reserved 
for fetuses and infants. The physical symptoms of P. fal-
ciparum are alarming and, like many medical maladies 
suffered by ancient peoples, may have been attributed 
to malignant, supernatural forces.

The inclusion of older children in a cemetery seem-
ingly reserved for infants is not considered norma-
tive.120 While the infants and fetuses likely died as a 
result of a number of common childhood illnesses or 
nutritional deficiencies (or a combination of these), 
it is worth considering that the cause of death of the 
older children was considered unusual enough to war-
rant their burial in this separate and secluded space, 
possibly already imbued with powerful apotropaic 
magic, lest they contaminate community spaces such 
as the adult cemetery. This may have been in the literal 
sense of quarantining those who had perished follow-
ing severe illness, whether this was actually transmis-
sible between individuals or not, or in a supernatural 
sense, such as the emission of polluting miasma from 

117 Soren 2002. Soren and Soren (1999, 518) specifically cite 
Suet., Ner. 34.4, and Libanius, Declamations 41.7, as evidence of 
fear that a child’s soul could be used in necromancy.

118 Soren and Soren 1999, 520; Soren 2002.
119 Johnston 2013, 127.
120 Gowland et al. 2014.

the angry dead.121 Importantly, however, these efforts 
do not necessarily suggest a lack of care or grieving 
for the deceased. As Taylor explains, “It is worth not-
ing that there are also examples of very secure burials, 
often of children with disabilities, in unusually careful 
and respectful graves.”122

The placement of the stones over the bodies and in-
side the mouths of some children (most notably, the  
oldest child) may have been intended to prevent the 
soul from escaping, or to prevent a malevolent spirit 
from entering the body of the deceased. The belief 
that the mouth is the portal through which the soul 
exits the body is present in many cultures and may be 
of great antiquity. Aspöck links the practice of prone 
burial, a common feature of atypical funerary treat-
ment, to an “animistic” belief that this posture will 
“prevent the soul from leaving the body, or from re-
turning to it.”123 Ritually closing or stuffing the mouth 
has been recorded as part of certain European mor-
tuary rituals. According to Barber, ancient examples 
include tying the jaw of the deceased shut (a ritual de-
picted on vases from Athens) or placing a coin inside 
the mouth, a practice that has also been observed in 
Roman infant burials.124 More recent historical exam-
ples from Eastern Europe include stuffing the mouth 
of the deceased with dirt, potsherds, garlic, a coin, or 
other apotropaic objects.125 The practice of symboli-
cally sealing the mouths of children believed to be at 
risk for manipulation by witches may be part of a be-
lief system that was unique to this community and that 
drew on elements of earlier religious practices specific 
to that region.

Our knowledge of the community from which these 
children came is based entirely on the remains and as-
sociated funerary objects contained within the buri-
als, including our estimation of the beliefs they held. 
The fact that the infants were buried at all has inspired 
conflicting hypotheses, suggesting either that the act 
was prompted by a Christian faith that saw these indi-
viduals as possessing souls, which, by extension, made 
them full members of the living community, or that 
these were unbaptized infants who, still in a state of 
original sin, had to be excluded from the consecrated 

121 Johnston 2013, 129. 
122 Taylor 2008, 100.
123 Aspöck 2008, 20.
124 Barber 1988; see also Carroll 2018, 200. 
125 Barber 1988, 47–48.
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ground of the community cemetery.126 Formal burial 
may not have depended on the child’s state of baptism, 
as care for the deceased’s body in the form of burial was 
viewed as a Christian duty.127 No mortuary inclusions 
with any Christian symbolism have yet been uncov-
ered from the cemetery, nor is there any consistency 
in the orientation of the burials which might suggest 
a specific belief system128 opposed to a practical utili-
zation of the space provided by the ruined villa.129 Be-
cause the age of these individuals seems to have been 
the primary marker of their identity, it is also unlikely 
that their burial in a collective space (as opposed to a 
family tomb) was meant to signal a common Chris-
tian identity.130 Very likely, the Christian Church had 
limited reach into burial customs in rural fifth-century 
Umbria. Rebillard explains that in late antiquity, care 
of the dead was a matter left to the discretion of the 
deceased’s immediate family, and that their wishes—
not the church—would ultimately determine where 
burial took place.131

It is possible, of course, that the mortuary rituals 
performed for the sake of the Poggio Gramignano 
children were not strictly Christian nor part of a tradi-
tional belief set but a combination of the two. In their 
analysis of medieval infant burials with potentially 
necro phobic elements, Scott and Betsinger use the 
term “bi-ritual” to describe such mortuary practices 
that seemingly incorporate elements of new and tradi-
tional beliefs.132 In the case of the Poggio Gramignano 
burials, it is possible that these beliefs had always co-
existed with Christianity, if even in a subdued manner. 
The secluded, female-centric nature of both childbirth 
and, presumably, the burial following preterm delivery 
and child death (especially of an unbaptized child) 
would provide additional protection for such beliefs 
to be expressed out of view of the Church.

The inclusion of coins in Roman infant graves has 
been previously documented, including, as noted 
above, the placement of coins in the mouth.133 While 
common in cemeteries, their specific placement in 

126 Soren and Soren 1999, 526–27; Murphy 2011, 409.
127 Rebillard 2010, 174.
128 Pearson 1999; Petts 2016.
129 See, e.g., Yasin 2002, 18.
130 Yasin 2002.
131 Rebillard 2010, 29, 57.
132 Scott and Betsinger 2017.
133 Carroll 2018, 200.

or above the graves of believed revenants134 has been 
documented in Europe,135 and these coins may have 
been intended either as protective charms warding off 
evil influences or charms used in association with the 
grave for ritual magic.136 The coin placed inside the 
amphora with B52 might have been intended as such 
a magic or protective charm, since it must have been 
included at the time of deposition.

Burial Type Linked to Pathology and Social Identity 
Six of the 11 complete burials show evidence of 

atypical mortuary ritual (including funerary objects 
related to magic), and three of the individuals had skel-
etal lesions. Without advanced molecular analysis, it is 
impossible to conclude that the surface lesions present 
on these three recently excavated infants were patho-
logical or, if they were, directly resulted from malaria 
infection. Their special funerary treatment, however, 
might suggest that their deaths were at least considered 
unusual, “unripe,” or “bad.”

These burials fit into a larger pattern within the 
cemetery, where some recipients of mortuary ritual do 
not display any visible pathologies. Among the earlier 
burials, the infant of 5 to 6 months in IB6 had been in-
humed with a bone doll, an object that was believed to 
be a votive offering (possibly related to fertility) rather 
than a toy.137 The two infants in IB40 (aged 2 months 
and 4 to 6 months) were associated with upside-down 
cooking pots, though only one infant had visible pa-
thologies. The infant buried inside an amphora in IB4, 
at most 5 and a half months, was associated with two 
bronze cauldrons and two coins; however, no pathol-
ogy was recorded. Tentatively included in this category 
might be the presumed twin newborns in IB8a and 
IB8b. No pathology is evident, but recent reanalysis 
of “bone scraps” included in this double burial led to 
the identification of a human intermediate manual 
phalanx of a third individual.138 The size and state of 
epiphyseal fusion of the element suggests it belonged 
to an adolescent individual, while the wear and sun 

134 Barber 1988, 47–48.
135 Betsinger and Scott 2014; Scott and Betsinger 2017.
136 Scott and Betsinger 2017.
137 Soren and Soren 1999, 518.
138 Oddly similar, Soren and Soren (1999, 481) describe an 

unpublished excavation by Marshall Joseph Becker at Avallone 
in Pontecagnano near Salerno, Italy, 1991, wherein three am-
phora burials of infants were found in association with an un-
specified foot phalanx from an adolescent 14 to 17 years old. 
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bleaching of the element suggests it may have been a 
surface collection from another cemetery. As human 
bones were sometimes used in Roman witchcraft and 
magic,139 this may explain its presence in this burial.

It is possible that the supposed social identity re-
flected in their mortuary treatment is, in fact, a reflection 
of the social identity of the parents or family. Though 
some very young (even fetal) individuals were the re-
cipients of funerary objects (or alternatively, the focus 
of the more complex funerary rituals) in the Poggio 
Gramignano cemetery, their social membership in 
the living community may have been as legitimate as 
that of older children, and even in a society with high 
infant mortality, their deaths may nevertheless have 
been viewed as untimely and deserving of some funer-
ary rites. Differential social status may have been less 
pronounced in a rural community like the one from 
which these infants came, so the variability in funer-
ary treatment may instead reflect different levels of at-
tachment to the deceased.140 With this interpretation, 
simple mortuary treatment may indicate burial by an 
individual unrelated to the infant, such as a midwife 
or a community spiritual leader. Three infants from 
the earlier excavations with recorded pathology (IB2, 
IB19, and IB39) were interred only with animal bones, 
charred honeysuckle, or a combination of the two. 
Animal bones (which, according to Scott, may have 
ritual significance141) and charred honeysuckle (a plant 
believed to have medicinal properties) may simply 
represent a more modest graveside ritual by someone 
other than the infant’s mother, though one performed 
with similar ritual intent. The ritual burning of plant 
or other materials may have served an additional apo-
tropaic function, one with parallels in both Paleolithic 
European mortuary practices142 and historical ones.143

This mortuary behavior contradicts the cultural 
ideals of Roman mourning practices. Various au-
thors have cited the statement by Plutarch (Conso-
latio ad uxorum 11) that young children were not to 
be formally mourned,144 or the statement by Cicero 
(Tusc. 1.39) that mourning for the very young should 

139 Soren 2015.
140 Cannon and Cook 2015.
141 Scott 1991.
142 Pettitt 2009.
143 Barber 1988, 62.
144 Soren and Soren 1999, 483; Carroll 2011; see also Parkin 

2013.

be limited, and not take place at all for infants.145 While 
the public mourning of a deceased infant or child was 
discouraged, historical texts document that, even in a 
context of high infant mortality, Roman women expe-
rienced intense grief after such a loss.146 As mentioned 
previously, recent research has challenged the notion 
that a high degree of infant mortality in the ancient 
world led to parental detachment.147 The mother-in-
fant bond, both during pregnancy and breastfeeding, 
is central to the survival of the newborn and prompts 
significant biological and hormonal changes in the 
mother. As a result, attachment forms during preg-
nancy before the infant is even born.148 Millet and 
Gowland observe, “Cross-culturally it has been ob-
served that the mother does not just figuratively ‘lose a 
part of herself ’ with the death of her newborn, but does 
so in a very literal sense. The pattern of burial signals 
an unease with the complete severance of this connec-
tion between mother and infant and an apparent need 
to sustain this link through proximity between the liv-
ing and the dead.”149 In contrast to urban Romans, the 
nonelite women of this rural community may have had 
more freedom to express their grief over the loss of a 
young child, or even a much-desired pregnancy. By 
performing burial rites for these infants, they asserted 
their personhood and membership in the community.

Consideration should be given to the idea that the 
cemetery and its unique location within an already 
centuries-old villa was not originally meant to contain 
the troublesome or even dangerous dead but to pro-
vide protection for the burials and a private place for 
mourning. This may have intentionally echoed earlier 
traditions of burying infants in domestic settings, sym-
bolically linking them to the home. Like other exam-
ples of reusing abandoned forts and similar structures, 
the villa as a cemetery makes it remarkably similar to 
Irish cilliní described by Murphy, graveyards for un-
baptized infants (and other marginalized individuals 
or members of the potentially dangerous dead),150 
which may themselves be Roman in origin.151 These 
child graveyards are typically placed in structures 

145 Carroll 2011; Gowland et al. 2014.
146 Carroll 2011; 2018.
147 Gowland and Halcrow 2020; see also Murphy 2011; 
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similar to the villa, such as abandoned churches, cas-
tles, tombs, or striking and memorable parts of the 
natural landscape.152 Murphy explains the purpose of 
this placement: “Unless a monument is physically de-
stroyed it is practically impossible to eradicate it from 
human experience.”153 In a similar sentiment, as Scott 
writes in reference to Natufian infant burials, “the act 
of burial fixes a point in space and time, and the physi-
cal location of the grave and its temporal settings is 
known to the inhabitants of a site. . . . The ritual occa-
sion of burial would have called into existence mean-
ings which those participating in the burial would 
understand as part of the process of the everyday and 
the exalted, both for adult and infant alike.”154 In this 
sense, the Poggio Gramignano cemetery was not only 
delineated and protected by the ancient villa but pur-
posefully situated among lasting natural features like 
the Tiber River and the hilltop on which it was placed. 
Even as beliefs and traditions changed, this would have 
ensured that the cemetery was easy to locate and re-
visit, and from this visually striking and lasting part of 
the landscape bereaved mothers could take comfort  
in the enduring memory of their lost children.

conclusion
This study of recently excavated burials has built on 

the extensive analyses and interpretations of the origi-
nal 47 burials uncovered in the infant cemetery in the 
1980s. It is clear that the infants of Lugnano not only 
were buried with intentional mortuary treatment but 
also that these burials were imbued with deep cultural, 
spiritual, and personal meaning. Like the previously 
uncovered burials, the new burials contain evidence 
for community ritual linked to fear of the dead. Of 
greater significance, though, is the evidence that these 
individuals may have possessed a limited social iden-
tity within this community and that their deaths were 
met with personal and ceremonial expressions of grief.

This analysis has also demonstrated the usefulness 
of the archaeothanatological approach as a tool to ac-
company funerary archaeology in the interpretation 
of unusual cemeteries and, in particular, atypical buri-
als: carefully considering the degree of postmortem 
skeletal articulation and what are likely minimal en-
vironmental alterations, it appears that these burials 

152 Murphy 2011, 409.
153 Murphy 2011, 418.
154 Scott 1999, 96.

represent primary inhumations that remained largely 
undisturbed and unaltered until they were excavated. 
The analysis reveals that these infants were, at the time 
of deposition, carefully laid on their backs or sides—
positions that suggest respect—sometimes after being 
wrapped or swaddled. Finally, the deceased was often 
accompanied by ritual objects and ceremonies at the 
time of deposition meant to protect their souls from 
malevolent forces such as witchcraft. Whether death 
was swift or lingering, those who suffered from illness 
may have inspired fear among the living, necessitating 
special mortuary treatment that secured them, body 
and soul, in their graves.

Differential mortuary treatment may indicate vari-
able cause of death or even gendered burial practice 
(a possibility that may be explored through future 
aDNA analysis). The inclusion of perinates, infants, 
and young children in the same cemetery is unusual 
and suggests that the deceased held a similar social 
status at the time of death. It may be that even pre-
term and stillborn infants, or those that died before 
the eighth or ninth day of life when they were named, 
were seen as having fully developed social identities 
within the living community. Alternatively, the clear 
association with disease may suggest that the crum-
bling villa, already imbued with mystery due to its 
age and prominent placement in the landscape, was 
seen as a repository for those who had died unnatural 
deaths, perhaps first including only babies who per-
ished before their time but then, through necessity, 
older children who suffered from a sickness of seem-
ing supernatural origin. As Scott poignantly writes, 
“At Lugnano the infants were coded with very differ-
ent meanings, and this space was populated by mar-
ginal humans—the youngest dead of all. Polluted and 
marginalized, connecting with a remembered past, 
the Lugnano infants were laid to rest at the bound-
ary between nature and civilization, placating the 
darkness.”155 It is hoped that future investigations of 
the cemetery will help to answer remaining questions 
about the living community that buried these infants 
in the hope they would not be forgotten.
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