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There’s a lot you can tell from a skeleton. As a biological anthropologist, I’ve specialised in drawing out information from old bones. It’s not always easy, and how much I can reliably infer depends on the state of preservation of the human remains. But I might be able to determine the biological sex of an individual, give a good idea of their age at death, and also offer some details about some of the illnesses and injuries they suffered during their lives.


In the last decade, the information I can extract by careful, visual analysis of bones and teeth, helped by the judicious use of X-rays, has been vastly extended by a range of different biochemical techniques. It’s now possible to analyse the chemical composition of bones and teeth and draw inferences about where a person lived and what their diet was like. But we’re also experiencing a revolution in archaeology, driven by ancient DNA (aDNA). Archaeogeneticists are now able to extract DNA from ancient bones and sequence entire genomes. It’s only just over two decades since the first – single – human genome was sequenced, and the pace of change in genetic technology has been breathtaking. Sequencing is now faster by several orders of magnitude, and we have the ability to compile whole DNA libraries drawn from both the living and the dead.


On an individual basis, an ancient genome can provide information about the sex of a person, and even provide clues to appearance. But the revelations become even more interesting when we start to compare genomes from different individuals, revealing family connections. And wider studies of relatedness and ancestry can help us to track changes at a population level. Amassed genomic data are starting to shed light on major population movements, mobility and migration in the past. It’s an exciting time, but when new technologies burst onto the scene like this, they can also be disruptive. Scholarly feathers are ruffled, and sometimes the claws come out. The potential for huge advances in understanding is there – but it’s also important not to rush to conclusions or to be seduced by sensational headlines about breakthroughs. We can be excited and cautious at the same time.


In prehistory, that great swathe of time before the written word, archaeology is the only way that we can hope to learn anything about our ancestors. We look at the physical traces of their culture, and at the remains of individuals themselves, usually reduced to just their bones and teeth – but with precious DNA locked away inside those hard tissues, and now amenable to analysis.


Once we move into the realm of history, we have some documentary evidence to look at. The written history of Britain begins with occasional classical references to an island off the coast of continental northwest Europe, going back to the middle of the first millennium BCE – Before the Common Era. (I use BCE/CE rather than BC/AD – it’s the academic standard and is religiously neutral, as well as having been in use since the seventeenth century, so it’s not a new thing.) By the first century BCE, Britain is drawing the attention of the expanding Roman Empire, with Julius Caesar visiting in a not-particularly-friendly sort of way in 55 and 54, and Claudius following up with a full-on invasion in 43 CE. For almost four centuries after that, we have the luxury of quite a lot of written information about life in Roman Britain. I say ‘luxury’, but that history is both a blessing and a curse. First of all, it’s very biased – it was necessarily produced by literate individuals, who were elite Romanophiles. Most of the classical authors who wrote about Roman Britain didn’t even live here, such as the senators Tacitus and Dio Cassius. And they focused on military history, giving us a very skewed view. There are some written records from Roman Britain itself, but these are quite specialised and narrow in what they reveal. They include stone inscriptions, which once again give us a biased, military view – as most are associated with the army. But since the 1950s, archaeologists have added to the corpus of writing from Roman Britain, finding ephemeral pieces of text that have, quite astonishingly, survived the test of time – in the form of ink on thin wooden sheets, and scratched impressions of writing on the wooden casings of wax tablets. Again, these are often linked to military communities, but they do offer us different insights into life – for Roman officials and army personnel – in Britain. There are also some wax tablet finds from London which relate to legal and mercantile matters. Another set of written inscriptions comes in the form of curses or defixiones, on small lead sheets, deposited in springs and shrines. More often than not, the curse is asking a particular god to punish a thief – with ill health, insomnia, infertility or even death. There are also makers’ marks on pottery, leather and silver, and scratched names on objects, too. And of course, there is writing on coins. Although writing turns up in a lot of places, those are mostly cities and military settings, and it’s thought that less than 5 per cent of the population of Roman Britain was literate.


All this documentary evidence is alluring, and there’s something wonderful about suddenly knowing the names of groups of people and individuals. Before the Romans arrive, we didn’t know that the people who lived in what is now Dorset called themselves the Durotriges, that people in Norfolk were the Iceni, or that modern Kent was inhabited by the Cantiaci. We didn’t know the specific names of any British kings and queens. And suddenly we meet Cunobelinus, Caratacus, Verica, Togidubnus, Boudica, Prasutagus and the rest.


But all that history is also a curse. It suggests interpretations to us before we even start to look at the archaeological evidence. The archaeological discovery of a bit of burned sediment, some pottery and a Claudian coin in London might be interpreted as evidence of military occupation – because we know the history of the Claudian invasion. But this isn’t how archaeology should work. It shouldn’t be a footnote to history or merely an illustration of what we think we already know. It’s an entirely different source of evidence, and should enable us to ask much wider questions about what life was like in the past, and to test the historical interpretations, not to prove them. Of course, archaeology and history – and now archaeogenetics too – should come together in the final analysis, to tell the story of the past – but these disciplines should be treated with equal respect and given equal weight. Archaeology also offers us the potential to understand society in a much more comprehensive way – as we find the traces of ordinary lives, and people whose stories were never written down.


In the post-Roman period in Britain, contemporary written records all but disappear. Literacy is still there, but it’s harder to find traces of it. We get some glimpses from high-status sites, including monasteries. This is the period which used to be referred to as the ‘Dark Ages’, which is now seen as a pejorative term, suggesting that Britain descended into ‘darkness’, into a period of ignorance and barbarism, when the Roman army pulled out in the fifth century. But even if the term is problematic, there’s no denying that the historical record for the fifth to eighth centuries is patchy at best. The few sources we possess have ended up carrying undue weight, introducing even more bias into our reconstructions of the past. Archaeology is crucially important to understanding what was really happening in those shadowy centuries after Roman rule in Britain ended. And burials have important tales to tell.


Looking at the first millennium of the Common Era, burial archaeology can provide us with precious glimpses of individuals, their culture and beliefs. We can see how funerary practices change over time, as different influences arrive or wane. And archaeogenomics now holds out the promise of finding out just how important migration was – how much people were moving around at different times, and where they were coming from. History becomes very personal – as we learn about people who lived in this land all those centuries before us. Their lives were different to ours in so many ways, but there are also moments of striking similarity, when you can suddenly grasp a thread of familiarity and empathy that stretches back through time, and is part of a wider story about what it means, what it feels like, to be human.


This is not a comprehensive survey of British archaeology in the first millennium CE. It is a personal selection of stories, including some individuals whose bones I know very well, but I hope it captures some of the diversity of lives, cultures and beliefs in Britain over those centuries. I’m writing this at an exciting time, when aDNA is transforming, or at the very least challenging, some of our long-held assumptions about what Roman Britain was really like, and about what was actually happening during those historically dark post-Roman centuries.


There’s also something here about belonging; being part of a landscape that has been inhabited for a very long time. Bones and burials tell the stories of those generations who have gone before, with aDNA unlocking new secrets all the time, and new archaeological discoveries providing fresh insights. Funerary ritual and burial itself represent attempts to understand mortality, to make sense of loss, to fix the departed in memory, and to tie them – and us – to a landscape.


A landscape in which we are just the latest inhabitants.










1. WATER AND WINE
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I sat in the dissection room on a Wednesday afternoon. It was very quiet – the students always had a sports afternoon on Wednesdays. The specimens from the morning’s teaching session had all been put away: the bones in their cupboards, small dissections in buckets, large ones in huge steel tanks. A couple of the demonstrators were working away, dissecting cadavers laid on long, steel tables. The sickly sweet smell of formalin hung in the air.


At the other end of the long room, I pulled a spare table out, applied the brakes to the wheels, and lifted a tall stool down from one of the neat stacks that the students had left them in. I carried a box over to the table, then went to find a couple of large white trays and a pair of forceps. I spent a bit of time choosing a perfect pair for the job, with narrow tips – and not bent out of shape, as so many were in the towers of small crates in the prep room.


Back at the table, I opened my notebook and lifted the lid off the large box. It was full of small, clear plastic bags, carefully laid out with sheets of tissue paper between them. I took one of the bags, pulled its seal open, and very, very gently, emptied out its contents onto the plastic tray. A pile of fragments, the largest of them 2 centimetres across. They sounded like pieces of porcelain, chinking as they tipped out and I moved them around on the tray. But they were bone. Human bone.





In the year 43 CE, the Roman Empire was no longer content with simply trading with the inhabitants of a large island lying off the northwest coast of Europe. Those islanders had control of precious resources – grain, cattle, gold, silver and iron – and had also assisted with uprisings in northern Gaul a century before. Aside from that, Claudius was just two years into his emperorship. He could do with a military victory to strengthen his position in Rome.


The Atrebates of southern England – whose territory broadly coincided with modern-day Hampshire and Sussex – had been friendly with the Roman Empire for some time. One deposed leader had even sought military assistance from Rome in the year 7 CE. His appeal to Emperor Augustus at that time fell on deaf ears. Augustus was too busy to get embroiled in such tussles for scraps of power on a remote island at the distant edge of the Empire. Around the same time, the Greek historian Strabo was writing his Geography. In it, he described how some of the British chieftains had pledged allegiance to Rome, and were happily paying duties on exports and imports between Britain and Gaul, managing ‘to make the whole of the island virtually Roman property’.


But in 43 CE, the Atrebates were back asking Rome for help – this time, wanting some military support to sort out their troublesome neighbours, the Catuvellauni. That lot, led by Caratacus, had seized much of the territory of the Atrebates, and their king, Verica (as he appeared on his own coins) or Berikos (as Dio Cassius calls him), now appealed to Claudius for help getting his kingdom back.


It was perfect timing for Claudius – he could respond to this request for assistance and make everything a lot simpler by bringing Britain under Imperial rule. He sent four legions, supported by an equivalent number of auxiliaries – some forty thousand soldiers in all. The Romans were essentially invited into southeast Britain, but then they met with opposition from factions not yet amenable to their rule. The Romans were by now pretty good at this sort of thing. You don’t create and maintain an empire without some strategic prowess. The invasion was led by Aulus Plautius, who pushed in as far as the Thames, before waiting for his emperor, Claudius, to come – and symbolically lead the Roman forces to victory at Colchester.


What we don’t know is what happened to Verica. Perhaps he was reinstated as king of the Atrebates. By the time history catches up with what was happening in this southern part of Britain, Togidubnus is the king there. He may have been Verica’s son, or some other relative.


Despite the fact that Togidubnus looms large in just about any modern account of Roman Britain, his name only appears twice in the historical and archaeological record. There is a single documentary source – Tacitus’s biography of Agricola, in which he writes, ‘Certain municipalities were given to Togidubnus (who stayed loyal over time) according to the successful tradition of using kings as agents of servitude.’ And the other mention is written in stone, an inscription carved into a great slab of Purbeck marble discovered in Chichester, during building work in 1723. It’s effectively a dedication plaque, and though it has suffered the ravages of time, it appears to say something like:




The guild of artisans provide this temple to Neptune and Minerva for the protection of the Divine House on the authority of Tiberius Claudius Togidubnus, great king of Britain…





What do we learn from this? Chichester might have been Togidubnus’s capital. Togidubnus may have spent his childhood in Rome, as any good client king-in-waiting should do – being instructed in Roman ways just like the princes of the British Empire’s colonies being trained at Eton. His loyalty to Rome was enshrined in those extra names, Tiberius and Claudius – the first two names of the emperor (which might even suggest it was Claudius himself who granted Roman citizenship to the Briton). Did Togidubnus arrive back in Britain on the deck of one of the ships of the Claudian invasion fleet?


The granting of civitates – states or municipalities – to Togidubnus perhaps suggests that his territory was not only restored but enlarged, within the newly created Roman province. But some scholars have argued that it simply relates to the original territory that Togidubnus could claim some hereditary right to rule – and that Tacitus is being cynical or condescending: Rome deigns to gift Togidubnus’s own kingdom back to him.


He may have ruled that region from a base in Chichester, and perhaps that base was the palace at Fishbourne – the largest Roman palace anyone’s ever found north of the Alps, larger even than Buckingham Palace. Silchester is another important administrative capital – which may have come under his control as well. But then, everything now was under the Empire, ultimately. And when Togidubnus dies, those civitates are just absorbed into the wider province of Britannia. Old kings were useful intermediaries for a time, then forgotten.


The name of Togidubnus’s kingdom was, according to a map of Roman roads in Britain, ‘Regno’. Some have interpreted this simply as a version of regnum, ‘kingdom’ – a kingdom existing with Roman support, part of the Imperial system. Others suggest it is an old Celtic name, meaning ‘proud’. Historians argue about this distinction – perhaps because it seems relevant to whether some sort of ‘British’ identity was maintained while ‘British’ kings invited Roman troops into the land of their fathers. But for ordinary people, I wonder if they would have even noticed the difference. Roman goods had been coming into the region for a century or more; the locals could export their livestock, grain and metal to the continent. The rulers changed from time to time. The tariffs changed. The economy might falter – then recover. Whether officially in or out of the Empire, in or out of the wider European economic union, life in Britain – would go on.


The effect on ordinary life in southeast England – of becoming more closely affiliated with the economic hub in Rome – might not have made much of a difference to most people. There would have been economic gains for some – perhaps trade across the Channel became even easier. But further away from that point of contact with the continent, the Empire would surely have been seen very differently. A foreign power that was flexing its muscles now, on British soil. A way of life that might entice you in with nice things – pretty pottery, wine and olive oil. But then there would come a sword, and a threat. Render unto Caesar those taxes that you suddenly now owe him.


Perhaps you accept it, with a shrug of your shoulders. But perhaps the tariffs are too much, and you resist. Well, that’s certainly how the people of south Wales reacted. The Silures – the people who had grown out of the land, seeded in the valleys, united by ties of kinship across the Brecon Beacons – were not going to take Roman expansionism lying down.


The Romans reacted in a way that was completely typical of a colonising superpower – they weren’t about to give up either. After some thirty years of military campaigning against the Silurian freedom fighters, the Roman army finally crushed the resistance in southeast Wales. And then they built a fortress, to maintain a permanent military presence there. A presence which very definitely said, Hey, you Silurian barbarians – resistance is futile. They built this fortress on the Usk, close to an existing Iron Age stronghold. A Roman roadmap dating to the second century, the Antonine Itinerary, labels it ‘Iscae leg.ii Augusta’ – the fort of the Second Augustan Legion on the Usk. William Camden’s Britannia, published in 1586, records that the original local name of the fortress was ‘Kaer Lheion on Wysk’ – the Fortress of the Legion on the Usk. Geoffrey of Monmouth, writing his History of the Kings of Britain in the twelfth century, says that an ancient British king, Belinus, founded a city even earlier than that – in the fourth century BCE – called Kaerusc, and that the Romans then renamed it the ‘City of Legions’. It’s kept that name, even though the legion left long ago: Caerleon. The legionary fortress lay on a road called the Julia Strata – and that must have been named after Sextus Julius Frontinus, the governor of Britain, who originally led the forces into south Wales to subjugate those recalcitrant Silures.


The Second Augustan Legion had moved around a bit before they settled at Caerleon. They’d fought in the Cantabrian Wars as Rome extended its empire into Spain in the first century BCE, and then in Germany, in the early first century CE, after which they were stationed at Argentoratum, now Strasbourg. After dealing with an insurgency in Gaul, they became one of the four legions involved in the invasion of Britain in 43 CE. Marching westwards through southern England, under the leadership of Vespasian, they brought Dorset and Devon – the territories of the Durotriges and Dumnonii – under Roman control. They are said to have been stationed at another Isca for a while – Isca Dumnoniorum. So there was a River Isca in Devon and another in south Wales. It seems that the Celtic root of the name simply means ‘water’ – just as uisge still means ‘water’ in Gaelic (as in uisge beatha, ‘water of life’ – whisky). Whereas the Isca in the Brecons became the Usk, the Devonian Isca became the Exe. From the fort of Isca Dumnoniorum, at present-day Exeter, the legion moved northwards to Glevum, Gloucester, for a while. And then in the seventies of the first century, they were dispatched to south Wales, to sort out the Silures and build their fortress on the Usk.


Caerleon would become one of three permanent legionary fortresses in Roman-occupied Britain – the other two being Chester and York. It would be the primary base for the Second Augustan Legion for almost two centuries – though during that time, detachments would be sent up to Hadrian’s Wall and over to Londinium. And then, in the early third century, most of the legion moved up to Scotland, as the emperor Septimius Severus launched another attempt to bring the Caledonians under the yoke of Rome. In 210 it seemed he’d been successful, as the northern tribes agreed to some sort of peace treaty. But just a year later, in 211, they were rebelling again, and Severus was dying of gout in Eboracum, York. And then we lose sight of the Second Augustan Legion, until a document dating to the early fifth century mentions them having been stationed at Richborough, in Kent, the fort at Caerleon having long since been abandoned.


The peak for Roman Caerleon really was the second century, when there were over five thousand soldiers garrisoned in the fortress, which contained a massive barracks, a huge bath-house, a hospital, latrines, training grounds and workshops. Outside the fortress walls, a civilian town grew up. And there was even an amphitheatre.


Once the legion left, the place began to fall apart – but a much-diminished population continued to live amongst the ruins, keeping their cattle in the bath-house of the old fortress. (History doesn’t record whether the cows preferred the steamy caldarium or the chilly frigidarium.) The amphitheatre became grown over, and the circle of grassy mounds was linked in legend to King Arthur – as his round table, no less. Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his (somewhat fanciful and not terribly reliable) History of the Kings of Britain, describes how Arthur chooses the City of Legions ‘upon the River Usk, near the Severn Sea’ as the venue for his coronation. It was a city, he wrote, whose ‘magnificent royal palaces, with lofty gilded roofs, made it even rival the grandeur of Rome’. That ‘history’, penned centuries later, doesn’t quite fit with the picture of post-Roman Caerleon that the archaeological record provides us with, where people lived in shacks amongst the crumbling barracks and cattle cooled their hooves in the ruined bath-house. Into the medieval period and beyond, Caerleon remained small – occupying just a fraction of the original footprint of the fortress. And although the grassy banks of ‘King Arthur’s Round Table’ provided a convenient source of dressed stone, ready for use in much less ambitious building projects in the town, much of Roman Caerleon lay undisturbed, underground, forgotten.


In 1908, antiquarians from Liverpool became interested in the circular earthwork on the edge of Caerleon. Interested enough to dig it. A tithe map from 1840 suggests that they should have known what to expect – the circular feature was labelled ‘amphitheatre’. But apparently they weren’t sure whether it was just an earth structure or would contain stone when they started; perhaps the locals had forgotten where much of the building stone in the town had actually come from. Very quickly, they found that the banks concealed two massive, concentric elliptical walls. The outer walls were 2 metres thick and supported with regular buttresses. The 11-metre gap between the inner and outer walls was filled with earth – presumably to create a raised platform for timber seating around the central arena, which was floored in cobbles covered with a deep layer of sand. The structure was so well preserved that the decision was taken to leave it uncovered – and it’s still the best, most complete example of a Roman amphitheatre in Britain today. It’s well worth a visit.


In the year following those initial excavations, there were plans to extend the nearby churchyard into an adjacent field, and the Liverpool Antiquarian Society teamed up with the Monmouthshire Antiquarian Society to excavate, before the church began to fill up the field with bodies. The antiquarians uncovered the hefty base of a watch tower, together with well-built latrines and a haul of small finds including brooches – and coins of Vespasian and Domitian. Vespasian – following military successes in Britain, and then in Judaea – had become emperor in 69 CE, with his eldest son, Titus, succeeding him in 79. Just two years later, when Titus died of a fever, Vespasian’s younger son, Domitian, succeeded him, and would reign for fifteen years. The coins, then, were from a time when the fortress at Isca had just been founded.


Further excavations, on the amphitheatre, were carried out in the winter of 1926 into 1927, after the Daily Mail raised funds, with additional financial support coming in from – quite bizarrely – American fans of King Arthur. There’s a wonderful sepia-tinted photograph of the excavation team: twenty-three men, one small boy and – in the centre, holding a book – one woman. She is the ‘trowelblazing’ Tessa Wheeler – the wife of Dr (later Sir) Mortimer Wheeler, but an accomplished archaeologist in her own right. Over her career, she worked with Mortimer on many excavations, including Segontium – the Roman fort at Caernarfon – and later, Verulamium (St Albans) and Maiden Castle in Dorset. But Caerleon was her own project, and the summary monograph on the amphitheatre, published in 1928, bears just her name.


Shortly after those excavations at Caerleon itself, some building work was happening on the southern side of the river, in the village still known at that point as Ultra Pontem (‘Over the Bridge’), turning up more evidence from Roman times. A cesspit was being dug for some new bungalows, and nearly a metre down, the workmen came across a stone slab. It turned out to be part of a small stone-lined chamber or cist. Inside it was a rectangular lead canister. The workmen downed tools and Mortimer Wheeler was called in to inspect the find. Having recorded everything in situ, Wheeler dug the canister out and took it to Caerleon Museum.


A piece of red samian-ware pottery recovered from the earth just above the canister in its cist suggested an early second-century date. And when the canister itself was opened, it was found to be full of fragments of cremated bone. The anatomist Arthur Keith, curator at the Hunterian Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons, inspected the fragmentary remains. His verdict:


‘Amongst the contents of the urn I can trace parts of only one individual, apparently a man – so I judge from the largeness of the fragments; and, as the sutures of the skull are partly closed, at least over 35 years of age. The cremation was imperfectly done, the bones being less reduced than usual.’


There was another odd feature in this cremation burial. The canister had a lead pipe sticking out of the top of it. ‘The upper end of the pipe’, Wheeler wrote, ‘was found at a depth of about a foot beneath the present surface, but to this depth the soil was merely surface-mould, and there is no doubt that the pipe originally reached the open air.’


Only one other vaguely similar burial had ever been discovered in Britain – a lead coffin in Colchester, with a lead pipe sticking out of it. But across the rest of the Roman world, there were several other examples known to Mortimer Wheeler – from western France to Italy and Sicily – some with lead pipes, others with earthenware pipes. And the second-century Greek geographer and travel writer Pausanius recorded a ritual in central Greece that seemed to provide an explanation for this very particular style of burial: a ceremony where blood from sacrifices was offered to the dead, poured ‘through a hole into the grave’.


So is this the significance of the Caerleon pipe burial? It’s a very particular type of grave which allows the dead to be sealed away – yet still open to be provided with sustenance from time to time. ‘These facts’, wrote the folklorist Sir James Frazer, discussing such burial rites in typically expansive terms, ‘bring vividly before us the belief of the Greeks and Romans that the souls of the dead still lived and retained their bodily appetites in the tomb.’ Whatever the friends and relatives of the deceased were pouring down that pipe – blood, or wine, perhaps – this was clearly a funerary rite which didn’t stop with the cremation of the body, or the burial of the cremated remains. It was done with the expectation that the bereaved would continue communing with the dead. You could visit the cemetery where old Grandpa Pontus was buried, have a picnic, chat about family memories and the old country, and share some of your wine with him, down the tube. As archaeologist Miles Russell told me, some tombstones from the first and second century show this communion quite explicitly – with the deceased person lying on a couch, as in life, inviting visitors to dine with them.


I mentioned the pipe burial to my friend Natasha, who grew up in Siberia. She told me about a tradition in Russia where families gathered in graveyards each year, on a ‘Parents’ Day’, to eat a meal and drink. She said that as a child, she’d been told it was important to eat some of the food, and that the adults were drinking alcohol as well. And then a portion of food was left on the grave. Her recollections prompted me to find out more. It seems that this was a ritual which persisted right through the Soviet era, even while the churches themselves were closed or even destroyed – and it was carried out by people who were still privately Christian, but also by atheists. It also turns out that similar traditions of feasting and toasting at the graveside exist in countries following the Greek Orthodox Christian tradition, with the death marked on specific days and then months after the passing of the deceased, and then again, on the anniversary of the day of death. The similarities between the Russian and Greek Orthodox traditions are not so surprising – both these branches of Christianity grew out of the Eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire. But it’s the antiquity of these customs that’s quite astonishing. One Greek anthropologist has written, ‘We see here the astonishing obstinacy of ritual, of the whole system of deeply rooted gestures, reproduced even when they are no longer understood.’ Although the Orthodox Church officially frowns upon it, offerings of food and drink are still left on Russian graves at various times through the year, including Easter. A small table may even be set up, with cake, decorated eggs, apples and biscuits placed on it – perhaps a shot glass of vodka too. Alternatively, vodka may be poured onto the grave.


The tending of graves, the repeated offerings of food and drink at the graveside – all this helps to create a connection with a homeland or rodina. It seems to suggest a belief in the continued presence of the soul of the deceased – although the ‘obstinacy of ritual’ means that such a belief is no longer necessary or implicit once a tradition is established. Indeed, the practice as it exists within the Russian Orthodox tradition is so ancient that it seems to pre-date Christianity.





The existence of Roman funerary banquets is well attested in the literature, with the first feast, the silcernium, taking place on the day of the funeral itself. Wine seems to have been an important part of various Roman funerary rituals. We can speculate about wine being poured into the pipe burial, but other graves contain more explicit evidence in the form of cups, bottles, flagons, even amphorae – the last being equivalent to being buried with two nebuchadnezzars (30 litres) of champagne. Funerals involved feasting, with the dead joining in; the bones of pigs, sheep and poultry provide evidence of meat being placed into graves.


Tacitus, writing at the end of the first century into the early second century CE, described another feast, the cena novendialis – a ‘ninth-day meal’ – eaten at the graveside, at the end of the nine days of full mourning. The meal included a libation, poured onto the grave. (And there were reports that hungry and destitute individuals sometimes helped themselves to the food offerings left in graveyards.) Romans would leave money in their wills to pay for all the food, wine, incense and roses which would be left as offerings on the grave. There are also plenty of representations of funeral feasts on Roman gravestones and on walls of larger tombs.


One man from Andematunnum (modern-day Langres, in eastern France), who died in the first or second century CE, left an extremely elaborate and comprehensive set of instructions in his will for rituals to be carried out at his shrine, after his death. Offerings were expected annually, on the first days of April, May, June, July, August and October. (He let his visitors off in winter.) But it seems that the birthday of the departed was also a common time for a visit, with more feasting and grave offerings being left. And there were a few official ‘days of the dead’ throughout the year: one in May, called Lemuria, when hungry, unremembered ghosts, lemures, were thought to roam around; Rosalia in June, which seemed to be a wider ‘rose festival’ but included commemoration of the dead; and – in February – the Parentalia or dies parentales, a nine-day-long festival of the ancestors. The ritual Natasha remembered from her childhood had extremely deep roots.


She later sent me a link to a website describing Russian Parents’ Day. The authors acknowledged that the tradition originated in pagan customs – which had become incorporated into the Orthodox calendar. No longer in February, it had become a truly moveable feast – celebrated after Easter. Nine days after Easter. So Parents’ Day, or Radonitsa, the ‘day of rejoicing’, was also the cena novendialis for Christ himself, as well as harking back to the nine-day tradition of the original Parentalia. This was the main memorial day for the dead in the Orthodox calendar – but the website mentioned five other ‘small parental days’, on 5 March, 2 and 9 April, 18 June and 5 November. The website was full of photos with offerings of fruit, cakes and flowers beside graves, although the current recommendations from the church seemed to be that food shouldn’t be left on graves – and that, while moderate consumption of alcohol was permitted, drinking to excess was not encouraged, and merriment was definitely to be avoided.


There’s another Christian holiday which harks back to the old, pagan Roman festivals. Another moveable feast, it’s celebrated fifty days after Easter: it is Pentecost, also known as Whitsun in the United Kingdom. But it has other names: Pasqua delle Rose in Italy, Pâques des Roses in France and Rusalii in Romania. In medieval texts, it’s still referred to by its more ancient name: Rosalia. Old habits die hard.


So it seems there would have been plenty of opportunities through the year for relatives to visit the grave just outside Isca, to eat a meal at the graveside and pour a libation down the lead pipe. This little piece of Roman culture, so unusual and unfamiliar in Britain, was – as Mortimer Wheeler had known – a relatively common and widespread custom, across other parts of the Empire. And we can also see it as very much part of that even wider custom of eating meals at the graveside and leaving offerings of food and wine for the departed, a custom depicted on gravestones, written about in ancient texts and surviving right through to the present, despite all the fluctuations in religion and politics over the intervening centuries. And we do in fact have some evidence of funeral feasting from Britain – even before the Romans moved in. It’s not as widespread, and of course, not contextualised by any written accounts, as it takes us back into prehistory. But it is there.


The dead of the Iron Age are largely missing from the British landscape – perhaps bodies were most often exposed, to be excarnated, as in modern Tibetan ‘sky burials’, or cremated remains were scattered. Inhumation cemeteries down in Dorset and up in Yorkshire are the exception rather than the rule. And there, the most eye-popping graves – some containing whole chariots, one even including ponies – also include evidence of funeral feasts, in the form of animal bones from joints of meat. One striking example from Yorkshire is a rack of ribs with the iron meat hook still embedded in it.


The very patchy burial record of Britain changes when the south comes under Roman rule. While the Romans initially had a reputation for being very tolerant of local religions – even combining British and Roman deities, as with ‘Sulis Minerva’, to whom the Roman temple in Bath was dedicated – Roman funerary ritual seems to have spread fairly quickly. The early military garrisons would of course bring their own, Romanised way of death with them – just as they followed a Romanised way of life. (They even put up gravestones for the first time, at least for those who could afford it, so we find out the names of dead people as well as learning from their bones.) These new practices seem to have quickly seeped out into the surrounding communities; certainly it has proved difficult to identify cemeteries that are exclusively military. By the end of the first century, cremation had become the major burial rite throughout Roman Britain – and would remain so until the third century, when inhumations started to become increasingly common, following a trend which started a century earlier, in Italy. But old funerary traditions from pre-Roman times would also persist – with round barrows still being constructed, particularly in the southeast, into which cremation burials were inserted.


In contrast, that pipe burial is a complete novelty in Britain – the idea of it is just so Roman. And its location is Roman too – outside the settlement, on one of the roads leading away from Caerleon. That positioning of cemeteries was something that was enshrined in Roman law, from the middle of the first millennium BCE. Table 10 of the Twelve Tables of foundational Roman law included the rule that corpses should not be burned or buried within a city. The reason behind this may have included concerns about the potential of pollution – but also the very practical need to keep land free for building. Cicero mentions another good reason for avoiding cremations inside the city walls: the fire hazard presented by towering funeral pyres. Cremations were the standard funeral rite across much of the Empire – so common as to be unremarkable. So it’s only when things went badly wrong that we get reports popping up in the literature. Pliny the Elder describes the corpse of a certain M. Lepidus being catapulted off a raging inferno of a pyre. Another report describes a corpse gruesomely bursting – and putting out a pyre. Sometimes the survival of a body part was seen as a miracle which guaranteed its further preservation; when the Greek king Pyrrhus was cremated, his right big toe refused to burn – and was subsequently collected up and kept in a special (presumably quite small) shrine. There are lots of other mentions of corpses semiustum – half-burned – which was considered a most inauspicious way to go, an insult to the dead. According to Suetonius, the murdered corpse of Caligula was hurriedly placed on an emergency pyre, only half-burned and then buried in a very shallow grave – and then later exhumed and properly cremated by his sisters, when they returned from exile.


The poet Lucan includes a luridly imaginative account of an inadequate cremation in his long poem on the civil war between Pompey and Julius Caesar. Towards the end of the poem, Pompey is killed by one of his own traitorous soldiers when he lands on the coast of Egypt. His head is clumsily severed from its body and delivered to the king of Egypt as definitive proof of Pompey’s demise. The young pharaoh has the head embalmed, presumably so that it could be displayed. Meanwhile, Pompey’s headless body is left in the sea. One of his companions, Cordus, goes down to the beach under cover of darkness and drags the corpse out of the waves, finds some timber from a wrecked boat and steals a burning branch from another funeral pyre on the beach, to light the fire under Pompey’s body. The pyre burns through the night, fed with melting fat from the corpse. But the body is left less than semiustum. In the morning, Cordus pulls out charred bones, still with sinews attached and oozing marrow, from the embers, before quenching them in the sea. Then he piles them into a very shallow grave, scrapes a bit of earth over them, and lays a stone on top, writing on it with a charred stick, ‘Pompey lies here.’


While the state of Pompey’s cremation seems regrettable – and a source of shame for Egypt, Lucan suggests – other half-burnings may have been carried out as an intentional insult to the deceased. Suetonius wrote that many people wanted the body of Tiberius, for instance, to be taken off and ‘half-burned’ in an amphitheatre. On the other hand, there seems to have been a worry that ghosts of the dead could linger until cremation rites were properly completed. Suetonius, again, describes the ghost of Caligula hanging around for a while in this way.


There seem to have been many different attitudes to death and the possibility of an afterlife across the Roman Empire – not surprisingly, considering the vast landscape it grew to envelop, and the centuries it lasted for. The writings of the Epicureans and Stoics present a very modern-sounding, humanist approach to death: it was the end of life, and that was that. In the first century CE, the Epicurean poet Lucretius wrote a long philosophical poem, On the Nature of Things, in which he reflects: ‘Look back on the eternity that passed before we were born and consider how it counts as absolutely nothing to us. This is a mirror, held up for us by Nature, that shows how it will be after we are dead. Is there anything frightening in this sight? Anything depressing? Anything that is not more restful than the deepest of sleeps?’ In the second century, the emperor Marcus Aurelius was typically Stoic in his view of death: ‘A little while and you will be nobody nowhere, nor will anything which you now see exist, nor any of those now alive. Nature’s law is that all things change and turn, and pass away, so that in due course, different things may be.’


The fact that there were these views, long before Christianity got going, makes you wonder how far back these sorts of ideas went. We tend to think that people were more superstitious the further back in time we go. Certainly, the pursuit and advancement of science has encouraged a perspective on the world as a natural place, where supernatural explanations are neither needed nor sought after by many. But even with much less understanding of the physical nature of the world than we enjoy today, and poorer knowledge of the relationship of humans to the rest of life on earth, some ancient philosophers were still coming up with these extremely practical and rational perspectives. Perhaps there have always been some people who prefer rational explanations and others who like to indulge in a little mysticism, placing faith in things that can never be tested, let alone proven. Certainly, we know from the literature that a diversity of views on life, death and whatever ‘hereafter’ you chose to believe in – if any – clearly existed in the Roman world before the hegemony of Christianity – which simply didn’t tolerate any alternative views once it became the established religion of Rome. (Though I suspect diverse beliefs still persisted, even if they weren’t shared or written down quite so freely.)


But what beliefs did the Caerleon pipe burial represent? The body of the dead person was thoroughly cremated, so we can presume there was no expectation of a bodily resurrection there. But somehow, the spirit of the departed was still associated with the pile of calcined bone fragments in the lead canister – so much so that this spirit of the cinders could continue to enjoy libations delivered down the pipe. Did the surviving relatives and friends really believe in such a lingering spirit? Or was the ritual simply ‘what was done’? We have to admit to ourselves that, while the physical traces of a ritual may be all we have to go on when trying to reconstruct belief systems in the past, the link between ritual and belief is not – and probably never has been – as firm or as simple as we’d like to think.


Humans are creatures of imagination. We have huge brains and are great at problem-solving, and are even fairly good at rational enquiry. But we also love stories. In human evolutionary biology, we talk about the ‘cognitive niche’ – the idea that human intelligence has evolved as a unique survival tactic, underpinning our prodigious abilities to make tools, and to cooperate and learn from each other – allowing us to carve out our own ecological position. But as much as we inhabit that cognitive niche within an ecosystem, we live in it, in our heads. We create a whole world for ourselves in there. We tell ourselves stories all the time. Some of those stories are grounded in reality, in science. They are more like hypotheses, even theories. We test them against evidence, and chuck them out if they don’t stand up to scrutiny. But others are simply fictions – and we know it. Those stories might be helpful in certain situations. Perhaps they provide us with comfort or solace when we’re depressed, or wracked with grief. Or perhaps they’re just entertaining or somehow delicious. We might accept that they’re not in the least bit real or true, while enjoying the flirtation with mystery and magic and drama. Santa Claus, tooth fairies, life after death. We go along with them because we like a good story – even if we know it’s not true. I know that some readers will nod along – until I get to the life-after-death bit, and then you might baulk at it. Can you bear to be brutally honest with yourself? There is no evidence at all for such a phenomenon. So why do you believe it? It could be tradition – it’s what you were taught, and just the way some people talk about death, and perhaps you really think it’s poetic and metaphorical but not actually true. A comforting fiction. And that’s OK. Or perhaps you really do believe in it, deep down. I don’t want to wrench that away – just to gently point out that such a concept is not there because you’ve any evidence for it, out in the world. Someone has placed that idea in your head, however real it may seem. (You may disagree with me, of course, but I think Lucretius and Marcus Aurelius had it right.)


Having turned the lens on ourselves, we can go back to that roadside cemetery just south of Isca, where a family is gathered to pay respects at the grave. Is it a solemn affair, the paterfamilias pouring a cup of blood or wine into his father’s grave, while the children are desperate for it all to be over? Or is it more joyful – was merriment permitted? Someone raising a glass, another cracking a joke, while yet another tells one of those family stories that become richer with every telling, binding the clan in that fabric of stories that tie us together.





Three quarters of a century after it was excavated, there I was, in the dissection room at the University of Bristol, reanalysing a sample of cremated remains labelled ‘Bulmore Road, no. 31.78’ – the Caerleon pipe burial.


Modern gas-fired crematoria tend to operate at around 1,000°C, reducing a corpse to a pile of calcined bone in just an hour – and that bone is then ground into a fine powder in a cremulator. (Modern relatives don’t like to collect recognisable bone fragments.) Some cultures still use wood-fuelled funerary pyres, and osteoarchaeologist and cremation expert Jackie McKinley reports on modern pyres burning for three to eight hours – to reduce the body to cineres – ‘cinders’ or ‘ashes’. (Really what’s left is not ash at all, but fragments of baked bone.) But it may take much longer for the remains to cool down before they can safely be collected up. Roman cremations would have been similar, taking hours to complete. During all that time – according to the author Varro, writing in the first century BCE – the relatives would have stayed in attendance.


Pyres were built of stacked logs, alternating by right angles each layer, rather like those odd towers of chips you sometimes get in pretentious restaurants. The role of ustor is mentioned in Roman literature: literally a ‘burner’, this individual may have been a cremation funeral director – perhaps a professional pyre builder. All the stories of cremations gone wrong no doubt helped fuel a desire to enlist the services of such a knowledgeable and professional pyromaniac. How had the Isca ustor done?


The remains from the lead canister weighed in at 1.3 kilograms. I spread out the chinking bone fragments on the white trays. Many were simply too small to to be identifiable – it was impossible to work out which specific bone of the body they had belonged to. But there were plenty of larger fragments, many of which were more than a centimetre long. These I could identify more precisely. Some flat, smooth fragments were obviously from the skull; others were bits of long bone shafts. Painstakingly working my way through, picking out larger pieces with the tips of my forceps, turning them round and inspecting them, I separated the fragments into groups on the tray, scribbling down notes as I went.


There were more than forty pieces from the skull vault – the flat bones which form the dome of the brain case. The largest of these was 6 centimetres across. Some had clearly warped in the heat of the pyre. Those vault bones are made up of two layers of compact bone – the inner and outer ‘tables’, each a couple of millimetres thick – separated by a layer of lattice-like cancellous bone – the diploë. An odd-sounding word, this comes from the Greek diplóē, ‘fold’ – presumably because it is trapped between those two layers of solid bone. In life, the tiny gaps around the lattice are filled with red bone marrow, busy making red blood cells. I inspected these fragments particularly carefully, as they can hold clues to pathology. In anaemia, bone marrow throughout the body expands – in the skull too – in an attempt to pump out more blood cells. But the diploë in these fragments looked quite normal.


Some of the vault fragments had meandering suture lines running across them. The flat bones of the skull meet at these joints – interdigitating with each other just like interwoven fingers. The very narrow gap between one bone and its neighbour in these sutures is filled with fibrous tissue in life. When you’re young, the skull can grow a little at these edges of bones. In older adults, the bones fuse together and the sutures close and disappear. They’d closed over on the internal surface of the fragments I was inspecting, while still being open and visible on the outer side. An enormous amount of work has gone into recording suture closure in skulls of known age at death, with the disappointing conclusion emerging that the timing of closure is so variable, it’s not a very useful marker of age at all. There’s the added complication that sutures can burst open at cremations. But with these half-closed sutures, I could at least be sure that this individual had reached adulthood.


There were eight or so more interestingly shaped cranial fragments – fragments of facial bones and skull base. One tiny piece looked like it had once helped to form the margin of the orbit, or eye socket. Another piece – identifiable as part of the petrous temporal bone, from the base of the skull – was blackened rather than white like most of the bone on the trays. There wasn’t much evidence of the mandible, the lower jaw, apart from a fragment of the left condyle – the knobbly bit which forms the jaw joint. I found three roots of teeth – long and conical. I looked at their tips carefully to see if the root canal was visibly open – it wasn’t. Closure of the apex of the root is the last stage of tooth development, occurring at different ages for the various permanent teeth in a mouth, with the first molars and incisors reaching this stage first, from around nine to twelve years of age. So this individual was very unlikely to have been younger than nine.


I found about twenty pieces of vertebrae, some big enough to pin down to specific regions in the spine. I picked out a piece of a cervical vertebra, from the neck, and a large chunk of lower thoracic vertebra, 46 millimetres at its widest. The bodies of vertebrae have rims of separate bone while they’re still growing, but all the ring epiphyses I could see were well fused – that happens from around eighteen years of age. There were a few pieces of rib and four fragments identifiable as pelvis. Amongst a pile of long bone fragments, from the limbs, I could identify the complete head of a radius, a fragment of the ulnar head, and a piece of the head of a femur. There were around a hundred and sixty fragments from the shafts of long bones; for most of these, it was impossible to tell exactly which bone they were from. The longest one, 74 millimetres in length, looked like it might have once been part of a tibia. Several chunky fragments bore crescentic fracture lines – a sign that the body had been burned with flesh on it, rather than as bare bones. There were very few fragments that I could reliably determine to have come from hands or feet: just half a middle phalanx from one finger, three heads of metatarsals from the feet, and one fragment of the back of a heel bone or calcaneus.


Cremations are frustrating. After hours of picking over the remains, I had been able to either roughly or precisely identify only around a quarter of the fragments, by weight. I was left with almost a kilogram of very small, unidentifiable fragments – I could do no more. And yet, there was some useful information here – and certainly much more than I’d ever have been able to glean from a modern cremation, after the bone fragments are sent through the cremulator and ground down into that fine, heavy dust.


There wasn’t enough to tell the sex of this individual – for that I would have needed some large, well-preserved fragments of pelvis or skull. But there were no duplicated fragments, so those 1.3 kilograms of cremated bone were likely to have just come from one individual. And that person was an adult – I could be sure of that, based on those fused vertebral ring epiphyses and half-fused skull sutures. Perhaps that doesn’t sound like much, for all my effort. But across a whole cemetery, those nuggets of information can add up to understanding quite a bit about a population, and about approaches to burial rites. I prepared reports on nineteen other Roman cremations from Caerleon, found close to the pipe burial – but none as remarkable in the style of their burial. These others were mostly small samples compared with the pipe burial – ranging from just 2 grams to 250 grams in weight. Some contained animal bones, and no obvious identifiable fragments of human bones. In each case, the bone was well burned, but whoever collected up the remains hadn’t been anywhere near as fastidious as the director of the pipe burial person’s last rites.


There was one sample, however, which was even larger than the pipe burial. It was labelled 94.47H/019, and was a hefty 2.2 kilograms’ worth of bone fragments. There were also fifty-five tooth roots – which is pushing it for just one mouth. I also found two duplicated fragments of mandible, from around the chin. This collection, then, represented the cremated remains of at least two people. Dual cremation burials don’t necessarily mean the individuals died at the same time, of course – an urn containing the cremated remains of one individual could be kept unburied until the other bones come to join it. That physical proximity in death might suggest close relations in life – but that’s untestable, unfortunately. Cremation thoroughly destroys DNA.


The pipe burial ustor had done a good job. Most of the bone was pale, if not white – and had that ‘porcelain’ texture to it. There were only a couple of less well-burned fragments, like that blackened piece of petrous temporal bone, and only a few extraneous objects – pieces of animal bone and a bit of charcoal. There were some small pieces of lead in the sample but these had presumably come from the canister, after excavation. The pipe burial stood out, not only because of the unusual style of the grave, but also because of the care that had been taken, both in achieving a complete cremation and in gathering up the shattered bone afterwards. Modern cremations typically yield between 1.0 and 3.6 kilograms of calcined bone for one adult. As Jackie McKinley has pointed out, cremation burials were always tokenistic in that they only preserved part of the body – and indeed usually only a portion of the cremated skeleton – but the pipe burial person had received unusual attention in this regard. Another indication of high status perhaps, in addition to the elaborate burial that followed.


The colour and texture of cremated bone provides a clue to the temperatures reached in a pyre. Bone is a biphasic tissue – combining the fibrous protein, collagen, and the hard mineral, apatite – a type of calcium phosphate. The mineral makes it immensely strong, but would be brittle on its own; the collagen makes it tough. It’s an incredible material. And when it’s finished doing its job in a living body and it’s burned, different things happen to those protein and mineral components.


When a body starts to burn, moisture is driven off. Skin shrinks and splits; fat reduces and melts; muscles contract and harden, often pulling limbs into flexed positions. Bones will be protected by soft tissues for a while, but as the temperature rises, their colour changes. Experimental burning of bone in the laboratory reveals the stages of combustion. Unburned bone is white in colour. As bone reaches a temperature between 200 and 400°C it becomes brown and black – essentially charred – then blue and grey, as the carbon in the protein is oxidised. At 500–700°C, bone goes greyish white. Above 800°C, once the carbon has fully combusted, it becomes pure white again. Carbonate disappears completely above 1,000°C. And all the time, the crystal structure of the bone mineral is changing. Once the organic – protein – components begin to disappear, the apatite crystals come into direct contact with each other, and they merge and grow. It’s this crystallinity which makes well-burned, calcined bone feel – and sound – like ceramic. Microscopically, tiny fractures which occur in bones at lower temperatures fuse – fully cremated bone is much harder and stronger than half-burned bone, which easily fragments.


Such lab experiments are great for understanding how bone changes as it’s burned. But the changes depend not only on temperature, but on availability of oxygen – and crucially, the duration of burning. Experiments with timber pyres in outdoor settings suggest that temperatures in excess of 1,000°C can be achieved, and that a temperature of at least 600°C for a good few hours is what’s required to cremate a body – but that would also vary with the specific fuel being used and the ambient temperature. The amount of wood needed to burn one body is phenomenal – the equivalent of 150 kilograms of pine. Then there’s the weather – a light wind can fan the flames, a strong wind can collapse the pyre and blow it out. Heavy rain – and it’s all over. There are so many variables. All we can say is that whoever arranged the cremation destined for the pipe burial – official ustor or not – knew what they were doing.


Some colour variation is normal in bone from pyre cremations. But most of the pipe burial bone fragments were white or light grey, suggesting a fairly uniform temperature had been reached. That blackened petrous temporal suggests perhaps that the body was laid supine on the pyre – but it’s also a bone that’s tucked away, deep under the skull. The fragmentation of the bones is likely to have happened incidentally as the remains were recovered from the burned-out pyre. Although cremated bones often look fairly complete and intact immediately after burning, they are crazed with fractures and very brittle, falling to pieces quite easily – even though those individual fragments are hard and strong; think of a smashed plate. The fragments of animal bone could potentially have been incidental – perhaps scooped up with the rest when the fire had burned out. But many of the other Caerleon cremations contained identifiable fragments of animal bone as well – suggesting that there could well have been a tradition of placing meat as an offering on the pyre. For the calcined remains scraped up and interred in the lead canister beside what would eventually become known as Bulmore Road, it was just the first of many feasts.


And here’s a weird thing. I’m a humanist. Like Lucretius and Marcus Aurelius, I just don’t buy the idea of life after death. But I feel a real connection with that person whose bones I spent so much time poring over, as though I was trying to retrieve each scrap of information from the burned-out pyre. The story takes over. In my imagination, I travel back in time, walk out of the fortress of Isca, sit by that grave, raise a glass – and pour it down the pipe.
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