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Age and Identity in Funerary Contexts: The Elderly in  
Southern Roman Britain 

 
Alison Moore 

Introduction 
 
The old in the Roman world remain the invisible social demographic. In contrast to recent 
archaeological interest in children and childhood, the old are often subsumed within the general 
category of adulthood in both funerary analyses and in commentaries on the social organisation 
of the Roman provinces. Currently within western societies there is an increased awareness of 
the social impact of an increasingly ageing population. Modern medical techniques, coupled 
with the post-war ‘baby boom’ generation now reaching the age of retirement, means that those 
aged over 60 years now form an increasing percentage of modern western European 
populations, with far-reaching socio-economic implications. This new awareness of the elderly 
and ageing makes it an appropriate time to examine the elderly in the Roman world. Within the 
framework of a life course methodology, this paper utilises two aspect of funerary evidence – 
that of the material culture and grave treatment – to identify whether the elderly were visible as 
a distinct age group in one region of southern Roman Britain, and to explore whether a 
gendered identity played a role in elderly burial. 
 
Old Age in Roman Thought 
 
In the Roman period, as much as now, old age and the elderly were regarded with a degree of 
ambivalence. The textual sources which refer to old age – written primarily by, and for, the 
benefit of elite Roman males – reflected both a positive and negative attitude towards ageing 
(Parkin 2003: 57–89). To some, old age could be seen as a good period of life, one associated 
with wisdom, which could be harnessed to remain a ‘useful’ member of society (Harlow and 
Laurence 2002: 111–127; Cokayne 2003: 94–104). The ideal was to be old but not decrepit, an 
aspiration summarised by Seneca (Epistles: 12.4) who wrote that ‘life is most delightful when 
it is on the downward slope, but has not yet reached the abrupt decline.’ Similarly, in his 
treatise on old age, Cicero summarised his attitude towards growing old as ‘age will only be 
respected if it fights for itself, maintains its own rights, avoids dependence and asserts control 
over its own sphere as long as life lasts’ (De Senectute: 11.38). A ‘good’ old age depended 
upon living a ‘correct’ life, practicing the philosophical virtues and maintaining physical and 
mental health (Cokayne 2003: 92–3).  

In contrast, the physical decay and mental senility of old age formed the butt of jokes in 
comedies and satires. The stereotypical portrayal of the elderly was as physically and mentally 
decrepit, deaf, parsimonious, irascible and sexually impotent (Harlow and Laurence 2002: 
129–130). Elderly women were a particular target, often portrayed as drunken, sexually 
voracious or as evil witches (Esler 1989: Janowitz 2001: 88–9; Cokayne 2003: 150). Parkin 
(1997) argues that the elderly, as a group, could be portrayed in literature as conduits for 
excessive or liminal behaviours, as they stood in opposition to the social ideal of the freeborn 
young adult male. Grotesque characterisations of the elderly also acted as a means of dispelling 
social fears (Cokayne 2003: 152–3), particularly suggesting an underlying fear of a helpless 
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and hopeless old age. With little or no state provision for elderly welfare, the responsibility for 
maintaining elderly relatives was the duty of the family (Finley 1989: 6; Parkin 1997: 125–9). 
For those without family, income or other forms of support, becoming old would be something 
to fear. 

Whilst these positive and negative attitudes towards the elderly tell us how old age was 
viewed in Rome itself, how being old was experienced at a provincial level remains virtually 
unexplored. Whilst it is problematic to establish the number of elderly people within the 
Roman Empire, due to provincial patterns of age commemoration (Revell 2005) and ‘age-
rounding’ (Scheidel 2001: 11), estimates have been attempted using life tables. Parkin (2003: 
50), for example, proposes that around 4 million people (or 6–8%) of an assumed Empire-wide 
population of 60 million, may have been elderly, defined by Parkin as being aged over 60 
years. However, the epigraphic habit was very limited in Roman Britain, and little has 
survived, so that inscriptions provide little that helps to understand the numbers of elderly and 
their position within society. Applying a life course methodology to the funerary evidence can, 
though, provide a means of recognising the elderly. 
 
A Life Course Approach 
 
Age and gender – along with other concepts including ethnicity, social status and religious 
affiliation – are two aspects upon which personal identity is formed and social organisation is 
negotiated. In turn, these aspects of social identity are socially constructed as organisational 
categories (Lucy 2007). Within past societies the role of age can be explored through life 
course theory (e.g. Sofaer Derevenski 1997; 2000; Joyce 2000; Meskell 2000; Stoodley 2000; 
Gowland 2002; 2007), which examines the socio-cultural constructions associated with 
different age stages. The life course can be defined in three ways: biological (physical), 
chronological (time) and social (behaviour and attitudes) (Gowland 2006: 143). These three 
forms of age are intertwined and are not necessarily primarily biological, but also encapsulate 
the fulfilment of social roles and obligations (Hareven 1978: 1–2; Gowland 2006: 143). Each 
stage within the life course is often marked by ‘rites of passage’, which in themselves are 
socially variable, and participation is often dependent upon the social class or gender of the 
individual (Ginn and Arber 1995: 2; Sofaer Derevenski 1997: 876; Gilchrist 1999; 2000: 235). 
For example, an upper-class boy in Rome became an adult male citizen with the donning of the 
toga and dedication of his bulla to the gods (Wiedemann 1989: 114–7; Fraschetti 1997: 65–9). 
In contrast, for an upper-class Roman female, the transition to full adulthood came with 
marriage, signified by a change of dress and the covering of the hair (Harlow and Laurence 
2002: 61–2).  

Within archaeological contexts, the most visible expression of the social life course is often 
found within the mortuary record. A society’s burial practices often encapsulate the social 
norms and expectations relating to age and gender, and it is often through the material culture 
provided at burial – which can have both a functional and symbolic meaning – that these norms 
were created, expressed and reinforced (Sofaer Derevenski 1994: 8; 1997: 876; Gilchrist 2000: 
325). Just as the types of material culture can reflect the social expectations associated with 
certain age groups, transitions within the composition of the grave goods, and within other 
aspects of mortuary data, can signal that an individual has undergone a transition from one life 
course stage to another. Through tracing these age-related changes, cultural attitudes towards 
age and gender can be explored on a social level. 
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Identifying the Elderly: Data and Methodology 

 
To explore age construction of the elderly in detail, I applied a life course analysis to urban 
burials from the colonia site of Gloucester and civitas capital of Cirencester, located in the west 
of the province, and to rural burials from a sample area of the modern day counties of 
Gloucestershire, Avon, Somerset, Wiltshire, southern Worcestershire and Oxfordshire. As this 
paper is concerned with the expression of elderly age identity, I have concentrated on analysing 
the mature adult sample, i.e. those osteologically aged from 30 years, and this produced a basic 
sample of 677 burials. A total of 181 of the basic sample were osteologically aged at 50+ years, 
and this age category is defined as ‘elderly’ in this paper. Defining the criteria for identifying 
the ‘elderly’ in past skeletal samples is problematic. Establishing the osteological age of adult 
skeletal material becomes progressively more inaccurate with age (Schwartz 1995: 185; 
Aykroyd et al. 1999; Cox 2000: 62–63); a difficulty compounded by many existing 
archaeological publications pre-dating recent re-evaluations of osteological age distinctions in 
the mature adult category, such as the analysis of the burials from Spitalfields, London 
(Molleson and Cox 1993). In the context of the Roman world, with no set age marker or 
concept of retirement, the point at which old age began was fluid. As early as the sixth century 
B.C., Servius Tullus apparently set 46 as the age of seniority (Wiedemann 1989: 113); whilst 
Augustan laws indicated that women after 50 and men after 60 were not expected to remarry 
and men were free of the possibility of military service from 60 years (Harlow and Laurence 
2002: 117–118). In order to account for the methodological, cultural and osteological problems 
discussed above, all burials aged 50+ years were classed as ‘elderly.’ Whilst this broad 
category does lose a degree of detail in differentiating between elderly age stages, it does allow 
a comparison of elderly burial treatment to be made with that of younger adults aged 30–39 
and 40–49 years. The burials within the data-set were predominantly late Roman (third-fourth 
centuries), when inhumation was the prevalent burial rite. As has been discussed elsewhere 
(e.g. Davison 2000), adult males predominated across all age groups, particularly in the urban 
sample.  

The 295 burials aged 30–50+ years which comprised the urban sample from Cirencester 
and Gloucester mainly came from the later Roman inhumation cemeteries situated alongside 
the main roads into the city. At Cirencester, five cemeteries contained burials of adults aged 
30–50+ years. These were Bath Gate/The Querns and Oakley Cottage, to the west of the city, 
together with Verulamium Gate and Silchester Gate, to the south. The largest of these was Bath 
Gate/The Querns, which contained more than 400 inhumation burials dating from the third to 
the early fifth centuries. The burials at Bath Gate were characteristic of fourth century urban 
managed cemeteries, being predominantly supine in timber coffins, with few grave goods 
(McWhirr et al. 1982). Oakley Cottage, thought be the original core of the Bath Gate cemetery, 
contained both cremations and inhumations of a second-third century date (Reece 1962; 
Holbrook 1994: 81). The remaining cemeteries at Cirencester which produced burials used in 
this analysis have been less comprehensively excavated. These include a cemetery at the 
Verulamium Gate, attested through occasional excavations of burials, whilst a cemetery at 
Silchester Gate has produced a mixture of cremations, inhumations and Flavian period military 
tombstones (McWhirr 1976: 195–7; Holbrook 1994: 82–3). The cemeteries at Cirencester 
produced 226 burials aged 30–50+ years, 60 of which were aged 50+ years (Appendix). Of the 
total of 226 burials, 75.2% (170/226) were sexed as male and 24.8% (56/226) as female. 

Six cemeteries from Gloucester were included within the urban data-set. Wotton Pitch, 
aligned to Ermine Street, was originally a second century cremation cemetery later used for 
inhumations during the third to fourth centuries (Heighway et al. 1980: 58). To the south-west 
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of the city a further cemetery lay below the medieval St Oswald’s Priory. Although originally 
examined in the late nineteenth century, excavation during the 1980s found 16 late Roman 
burials below the medieval cemetery levels (Heighway 1980). A further cemetery was 
excavated at Barton Street/Brunswick Road to the east of the Roman city wall and included 
outliers from Wellington Street, St Margaret’s (Rhodes 1980: 67). A fourth to early fifth 
century Roman cemetery was situated at Kingsholm, to the north of the city (Hurst 1975: 291–
4), whilst another cemetery was situated alongside the main London Road (Foundations 
Archaeology 2000). The majority of the cemeteries in Gloucester were heavily excavated in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, so that vital ageing and sexing skeletal evidence, as well as 
secure contextual dating, were not thoroughly recorded. However, a total of 69 burials aged 
between 30–50+ years from Gloucester were included within the urban data-set, of which 54 
were accurately sexed as 59.3% (32/54) male and 40.7% (22/54) as female. 

A total of 382 rural burials were aged between 30–50+ years and these came from a variety 
of contexts including villas, vici, rural settlement sites, small towns, isolated farmsteads, 
religious sites and isolated single burials. With villas, the burials of adults were primarily 
within small, enclosed cemeteries within the villa environs (e.g. Darvill et al. 1993; Masser and 
McGill 2004: 97–9). Similarly to larger urban centres, burials at vici and small towns were 
located in small cemeteries on the outskirts of the settlement. For example, at Sea Mills 
cremation and inhumation burials, ranging in date from the late first to fourth centuries, have 
been excavated from the south of the settlement (Bennett 1985). 

Burials associated with small rural settlements and farmsteads were predominantly located 
adjacent to the settlement, often enclosed within ditches as at Charlton Mackrell, 
Gloucestershire, where a scatter of five inhumations were situated to the south of the settlement 
(Leech 1980). The re-use of disused religious sites as cemeteries also occurred within the rural 
area, and examples which produced burials utilised in this study include Lamyatt Beacon and 
Yatton, Somerset (Leech 1986; Watts and Leach 1996). Inhumation was the predominant 
burial rite in the rural area, although mixed rite cemeteries are known, as at Winterbourne, 
Wiltshire, where a total of 37 cremations and 14 inhumations were recovered (Foster 2001: 
165, 171). Burials were predominantly supine single inhumations in coffins or simple 
rectangular grave cuts with only limited grave goods. Of the total of 382 rural burials, 99 were 
aged at 50+ years, whilst 54.6% (197/361 sexed burials) were male and 45.4% (164/361 sexed 
burials) were female.  

As a feature of later Roman burials was a limited use of grave goods, the total sample of 
677 burials produced a total of only 318 items of material culture which formed the basis of the 
analysis. Those items which came as pairs, such as shoes or earrings, were counted as one item. 
Similarly, unless otherwise stated in the site report, beads were treated as a single necklace and 
counted as one. These items were either placed within the grave as grave goods or were items 
of apparel worn at burial. In order to identify how being elderly was expressed in burial, two 
forms of analysis were employed. The first examined the average number of grave goods per 
burial. The second form of analysis traced changes in the types of material culture provided at 
burial. The grave goods were divided into type (e.g. coins, pottery and jewellery) and the 
amount of times each item appeared in each age group was counted. The total amounts of each 
item were then converted into percentages of the total number of grave goods. The levels of 
grave good provision and transitions in material culture were then compared by age and gender 
and the results were compared between the urban and rural data-sets. 
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Identifying Old Age in Adulthood 
 
Overall, the percentage of burials with grave goods peaked at 32% (72/225 burials) at 40–49 
years, before declining to 24.3% (44/181 burials) at 50+ years. When broken down into urban 
and rural data-sets, there was an increase in the percentage of burials with grave goods between 
30–39 years and 40–49 years in urban areas. In contrast, grave goods were concentrated at 30-
39 and 40-49 years in rural contexts before declining at 50+ years (Table 1).    
  
Table 1: Percentage of furnished burials with adults aged 30–50+ in urban and rural contexts. 

CONTEXT Age No. of burials No. of furnished graves Percentage 
URBAN 30–39 106 24 22.6 
 40–49 107 34 31.8 
 50+  82 24 29.3 
RURAL 30–39 165 49 29.7 
 40–49 118 38 32.2 
 50+  99 20 20.2 
TOTAL  677                 189  

 
In contrast, the overall use of coffins rose slightly with age, up from 24.2% (63/260 with 

grave treatment recorded) at 30–39 years to 30.3% (53/175) at 50+ years. Similarly to the 
analysis of the percentage of furnished burials, the greatest differentiation in the urban sample 
was between 30–39 years and older adults. Again, the rural elderly showed a separate pattern 
to younger adults, recording a slight increase in the use of coffins at 50+ years (Table 2).   

 
Table 2: Grave treatment with adults aged 30–50+ in urban and rural contexts. 

CONTEXT Age No. Coffin
   % 

RGC*
  % 

Cist
  % 

Pit 
 % 

Urn
 % 

URBAN 30–39 101 27.7 62.4 2.0 - 7.9 
 40–49 101 38.6 55.4 3.0 - 3.0 
 50+  79 32.9 62.0 3.8 - 1.3 
RURAL 30–39 159 22.0 72.3 4.4 1.2 - 
 40–49 116 22.4 70.7 6.0 0.8 - 
 50+  96 28.1 62.5 7.3 2.1 - 

*RGC = rectangular grave cut 
 

When the average number of grave goods in each band was examined further, differences 
in the age patterning between urban and rural burials were visible. Within the urban contexts 
the levels of grave good provision rose from 0.36 items per burial at 30–39 years to 0.49 items 
at 50+ years (Table 3). This rise in the number of grave goods at 50+ was recorded at both 
Cirencester and Gloucester at 0.43 items (26/60 burials) and 0.64 items (14/22 burials) 
respectively. In contrast, grave goods were concentrated at 40–49 years at 0.61 items per burial 
(72/118 burials) in rural contexts. 

The gendered analysis of the data-sets also recorded some degree of age-based variation, 
particularly visible amongst elderly rural males and urban females. Elderly rural males showed 
a decline in the numbers of furnished burials from 32.1% (17/53 sexed burials) at 40–49 years  
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Table 3: Average number of grave goods with adults aged 30–50+ in urban and rural contexts. 

CONTEXT Age No. of burials No. of grave goods Average 
URBAN 30–39 106 38 0.36  
 40–49 107 43 0.40 
 50+  82 39 0.47  
RURAL 30–39 165 76 0.46 
 40–49 118 72 0.61 
 50+  99 50 0.50 
TOTAL  677             318  

 
to 16.7% (9/54 burials) at 50+ years in contrast to urban elderly males, whilst the average 
number of grave goods per burial also declined from 0.74 items at 40–49 years (39 items) to 
0.39 (21 items) at 50+ years. Elderly urban males showed a less pronounced decline in the 
number of furnished burials from 29.5% (23/78 burials) to 22.8% (13/57), whilst the average 
number of grave goods remained steady at 0.39 and 0.4 items. Elderly urban female burials 
recorded a rise in the number of furnished burials from 30.8% (8/26) at 40–49 years to 47.6% 
(10/21) at 50+ years. Elderly urban females also had the highest average number of grave 
goods at 0.66 items per burial, and this focus on the older female was a feature of both urban 
sites. Overall rural elderly females showed a similar pattern of decline in the number of 
furnished burials from 34.5% (20/58 burials) at 40–49 years to 26.3% (10/38 burials) at 50+ 
years, but the average number of grave goods rose from 0.55 items per burial at 40–49 years to 
0.73 items at 50+ years.  

The analysis of grave treatment by gender also showed a small increase in the concentration 
of coffined burials with elderly rural females, from 24.1% at 40–49 years (14/58 burials with 
grave treatment recorded) to 31.6% (12/38) at 50+ years; there was no corresponding increase 
in coffin use amongst elderly rural males. In the urban data-set, differentiation was again 
visible between 30–39 years and older males, with a rise in coffined burial from 23.9% (16/67) 
at 30–39 years to 36% at 40–49 years (27/75). Amongst elderly urban females, the provision of 
coffins declined sharply from 42.3% (11/26) at 40–49 years to 23.8% (5/21).   

Table 4: Percentage of grave good types with urban and rural burials aged 40–49 and 50+  

TYPE Urban
40–49  

No. Urban
50+  

No. Rural
40–49 

No. Rural  
50+  

No. 

Metalwork 23.3 10 5.1 2 6.9 5 4.0 2 
Coins 44.2 19 38.5 15 36.1 26 30.0 15 
Jewellery 4.6 2 28.2 11 1.4 1 24.0 12 
Utensils 2.3 1 5.1 2 2.8 2 6.0 3 
Dress accessories 4.6 2 10.3 4 5.6 4 10.0 5 
Hobnail shoes 4.6 2 5.1 2 15.3 11 16.0 8 
Glassware 2.3 1 - - 9.7 7 - - 
Pottery 14.0 6 5.1 2 6.9 5 6.0 3 
Caskets - - 2.6 1 2.8 2 - - 
Animal bone - - - - 11.1 8 4.0 2 
Amulets - - - - 1.4 1 - - 
TOTAL  43  39  72  50 
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Whilst the analysis of levels of grave good provision recorded a degree of age and gender 
patterning, the analysis of the types of material culture recorded a more restricted range of 
items being placed with the elderly, particularly in rural burials. Whilst coins remained the 
most common type of grave goods in urban contexts at 40–49 years and 50+ years, the 
provision of jewellery increased sharply at 50+ years from 4.6% (2/43 items) to 28.2% (11/39 
items) (Table 4). This pattern was also mirrored in the rural data-set, where jewellery formed 
24.0% (12/50 items) of the grave goods with elderly adults. 

Table 5: Percentage of grave good types with male urban and rural burials aged 40–49 years and 50+ 
years. 

TYPE Urban
40–49  

No. Urban
50+  

No. Rural 
40–49 

No. Rural  
50+  

No. 

Metalwork 27.6 8 9.1 2 10.2 4 9.5 2 
Coins 44.8 13 54.5 12 38.4 15 52.4 11 
Jewellery 6.9 2 13.6 3 2.6 1 - - 
Utensils 3.4 1 4.5 1 2.6 1 14.3 3 
Dress accessories 6.9 2 9.1 2 2.6 1 9.5 2 
Hobnail shoes 3.4 1 4.5 1 15.4 6 14.3 3 
Glassware - - - - 15.4 6 - - 
Pottery 6.9 2 4.5 1 5.1 2 - - 
Animal bone - - - - 7.7 3 - - 
TOTAL  29  22  39  21 

Table 6: Percentage of grave good types with female urban and rural burials aged 40–49 years and 50+ 
years. 

Type Urban
40–49 

No. Urban
50+  

No. Rural 
40–49 

No. Rural 
50+  

No. 

Metalwork 22.2 2         - - 3.2 1         -     - 
Coins 44.4 4 18.8 3 35.5 11 14.3 4 
Jewellery         -      - 50.0 8         -      - 39.3 11 
Utensils         -      -         -      - 3.2 1         -     - 
Dress accessories         -      - 12.5 2 9.7 3 10.7 3 
Hobnail shoes 11.1 1 6.2 1 12.9 4 21.4 6 
Glassware 11.1 1         -      - 3.2 1         -     - 
Pottery 11.1 1 6.2 1 6.5 2 7.1 2 
Caskets         -      - 6.2 1 6.5 2         -     - 
Animal bone         -      -        -      - 16.1 5 7.1 2 
Amulets         -      -        -      - 3.2 1         -     - 
Total  9  16  31  28 

When the material culture types associated with the elderly in both urban and rural contexts 
were examined by gender, further patterns could be seen. In urban contexts there was no 
visible difference in the range of material culture types with males aged between 40–49 years 
and 50+ years, with coins predominating at 44.8% (13/29 items) at 40–49 years and 54.5% 
(12/22 items) at 50+ years (Table 5). In contrast, elderly rural male burials showed a restricted 
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range of only five types of material culture, with coins predominating at 52.4% (11/21 items) 
of the total. 

Amongst the elderly female sample in both urban and rural contexts an age transition at 
50+ years was visible. At 40–49 years coins were the most common form of female grave 
goods in both contexts at 44.4% (4/9 items) in the urban sample and 35.5% (11/31 items) in the 
rural group. At 50+ years jewellery predominated, forming 50% (8/16 items) of the grave 
goods with female urban burials and 39.3% (11/28 items) with elderly females in rural contexts 
(Table 6). 

Contextualising Old Age in Roman Britain 

The results outlined above do indicate that the ‘elderly’ are recognisable in the burial record, 
primarily through changes in the levels and forms of material culture and, to a lesser extent, 
through an increased use of coffin burial. However, these variations are embedded within the 
overall pattern of adult burial in general. The ‘elderly’ were not differentiated in burial through 
age alone, but rather through variations which related to environment and gender. Amongst 
urban males, for example, there was little variation in the burial treatment between those aged 
40–49 years and 50+ years; rather, the difference lay between younger males (30–39 years) and 
the older age groups. In contrast, rural male burial revealed a sharper division between the 50+ 
age group and younger adults. Although the numbers are small, an increase in the provision of 
jewellery was seen with females at 50+ years in both urban and rural environments. How, then, 
to interpret these patterns within the mature and elderly adult burials?  

Whilst the elderly remained a part of the wider social group, evidenced by similar types of 
material culture and burial treatment as younger adults, growing older may have well impacted 
upon the social roles of males and females. As an individual ages through the life course, how 
he or she is perceived, their social role and relationship to others within both the familial 
structure and the wider world, changes. In the Roman world, the idealised social role of males 
was primarily external, relating to the world beyond the immediate domestic sphere. As such, 
the impact of the environment in which he moved, whether urban or rural, may have been 
influential on how the elderly male was perceived. Funerals function as a means of repairing 
the break in the familial and social fabric caused by the death of an individual (Shaw 1991: 75, 
81). Within an urban environment, where people lived and inter-acted closely on a daily basis, 
the mourners may have included not only children and grandchildren, but also those with 
whom the elderly male had associated outside of the domestic sphere, such as close neighbours 
and those with whom he had worked or socialised. It may that the focus on the mature and 
elderly urban male in burial was an acknowledgement of the value of life experience, learnt 
knowledge and the social networks which come from living within a tightly knit community. 

In contrast, the patterns seen in elderly male burials in rural contexts, with a decline in the 
range of material culture and levels of provision, may represent a transition in how males in old 
age were perceived. Whilst the elderly rural male retained knowledge and experience, the ill-
health and physical degeneration associated with old age may have precluded him from being 
able to engage fully with the labour-intensive work required in a predominantly agricultural 
society such as Roman Britain. Allied to this possible transition, it has been suggested that 
attitudes and behaviour towards the elderly within agricultural societies is conditioned by the 
underlying economic and social system (Johnson 1998: 7). For example, in medieval northern 
Europe, where the nuclear family was the prevalent social structure, the elderly peasant 
transferred the management and working of the land to his children in return for support in old 
age (Gaunt 1983: 255, 365–66). Whilst what constituted the prevalent social structure in rural 
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Roman Britain remains open to debate, Millett (1990: 205–10) argued that by the late Roman 
period, from where the majority of these burials originated, small nucleated agricultural 
settlements of coloni were closer to the pattern of medieval villages. If this was the case, it may 
represent a transition towards a more nuclear family structure closer to that of medieval 
northern Europe. As such, the patterning visible in elderly male rural burials may be 
representative of the impact of the demands and needs of the rural environment on the 
perceived value of the elderly male. 

Amongst females, the most striking pattern associated with the elderly was a transition in 
the type of grave goods provided, from coins at 40–49 years to jewellery at 50+ years. This 
transition, seen in both urban and rural contexts, suggests that the patterning may be related to 
the social identity of elderly females as a whole in this region. If the male social role was 
external, the predominant role of the female in antiquity was internal: focussed around the 
home and the roles of wife and mother (Harlow 2007: 197). It may be that what is visible in 
burial is a transition in the position of elderly females in relation to these social roles. During 
her younger adult years, the female would have been constrained by the social norms and 
expectations inherent within the domestic role and by her relationships to family members: 
firstly as a daughter, then as a wife and mother (Parkin 2003: 246). In old age, transitions 
within these social relationships would have impacted upon the female. For example, one 
possible transition could be widowhood. In particular, the transition to widowhood would have 
been a reality for many elderly women in the Roman period (McGinn 1999). Studies on age at 
marriage in Roman contexts show that males tended to marry, on average, a decade later than 
females (Saller 1987; Shaw 1987). Unless they remarried, this age difference would have led to 
a high proportion of elderly women outliving their husbands. 

A preponderance of older females over older males, due to widowhood, may have moved 
the older female into a more central familial role. She may have become a focus of the 
household structure, providing a degree of continuity with the past. It may be that, on being 
widowed at a relatively young age, females would have taken on economic roles to support 
themselves and their families. Utilising skeletal data from Poundbury, Dorset, Allason-Jones 
(2005: 81) estimates that the majority of females had given birth by their late twenties. 
Hypothetically, if a woman was widowed at 40, she may still have had young children to 
support. The economic role played by women in Roman Britain remains unknown, but females 
may have been involved in aspects of, for example, agricultural work. Recent studies on rural 
land use in southern Roman Britain have suggested that agricultural development strategies 
were designed to create a surplus for sale or trade, with evidence for the cultivation of marginal 
land for both arable and animal husbandry (Taylor 2007: 115). Many settlements would have 
relied upon the labour of the immediate household, particularly at times of intense activity such 
as harvesting (Scheidel 1995: 207; Erdkamp 1999: 558). The differentiation seen in the burial 
of elderly women may have been associated with a transition in working patterns. As her 
children grew and could support themselves, the elderly female entered a new phase in her life 
course, reflected in changes in grave good provision. 

The differentiation in the provision of type of grave goods between younger females and 
those aged over 50 years may have been related to perceptions of fertility. The menopause – 
and the biological ending of the primary female role in reproduction – may have impacted 
upon the perceived social identity of elderly women. It has been suggested that concentrations 
of grave goods with children and young females in some Romano-British cemeteries may be 
related to fertility, either in actuality or in potential (Oliver 2002; Puttock 2002: 41–55). Whilst 
it is problematic to tie the menopause into the elderly female burial record, as the ending of 
fertility and the physical symptoms associated with the transition may have been essentially a 
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private matter, the ‘social’ end of fertility may have been recognised. Under the Augustan 
marriage legislation, women over 50 years were not expected to remarry, tacitly assuming that 
the ability to bear children had passed (Harlow and Laurence 2002: 127–9). Similarly, physical 
signs of ageing, or social transitions such as the birth of grandchildren or great grandchildren, 
may have impacted on the identity of elderly females. This latter milestone may itself have 
provided elderly females with a continued role in old age, and many elderly women may have 
been involved in the upbringing of grandchildren. It has been suggested that patterns of 
epigraphic commemoration from Roman Spain showed a bias towards elderly females (Revell 
2005: 53–4; 57), interpreted as an increase in social status due to their roles as grandmothers 
and great-grandmothers (Nielsen 1989: 79). Such transitions as widowhood, grown children 
and the arrival of grandchildren may have freed older women from the social constraints of 
expected behaviour, but may also have provided a continuing social role in both urban and 
rural contexts. Thus the social identity of the older female – rather than being subsumed within 
the family – may have become more visible and reflected within the burial record.  

However, the change in material culture in burial between younger and older females may 
have more negative interpretations. The biological ending of fertility, and the arrival of 
grandchildren, may have removed the elderly female from her position at the centre of the 
family structure to a more peripheral position (Harlow 2007: 200). This marginal position 
within the familial structure may have brought a greater level of dependency on economic 
resources from children or other relatives (Hin 2007: 4). In many traditional societies the social 
position of elderly females was uncertain. In Roman literature witches were usually portrayed 
as elderly females; characterised as dabbling in fortune-telling, casting spells and mixing love-
potions (Rosivach 1994: 113, 116; Maxwell-Stuart 2000: 28–29; Janowitz 2001: 88–89). In 
Anglo-Saxon contexts, the wergild (social worth of the individual expressed in monetary 
value) of a post-menopausal female was one third that of a free-born female of child-bearing 
age (Crawford 1990: 30). It may be that the transition visible in burial at 50+ years reflected a 
degree of ambiguity in regard to the elderly female.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The elderly in the Roman world were not invisible but remain overlooked in archaeological 
discourse. A life course approach, when applied to the funerary evidence, can provide a means 
of exploring the experience of age and ageing in the past. Within this small group of burials the 
elderly were acknowledged within the adult burial rite through degrees of variation in grave 
treatment, levels of grave good provision and the range of material culture. However, age alone 
was not the only factor which influenced how the elderly were buried; the impact of 
environment and gender were also at work. Whilst possible interpretations as to the meanings 
behind these variations in the treatment of the elderly are open to debate, they do underline 
how much remains to be understood about the elderly in the past. This survey utilises only a 
fraction of the available funerary data relating to the elderly in Roman Britain, and it is likely 
that these burials represents only one of many ways of expressing ‘being old’ in the burial 
record. The results here, coupled with other studies (e.g. Gowland 2002; 2007) on age identity 
in Roman Britain, hint at a multiplicity of attitudes towards the elderly which need to be 
explored further to gain a more rounded picture of social organisation in Roman Britain. 
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Appendix 
 
Burials with adults aged 50+ years used in this study. 
 
Site Name Total M F Date 

(A.D.) 
Reference 

Abingdon, Oxfordshire 2 1 1 300–400 Parrington 1978 
Alcester, Warwickshire 3 2 1 250–400 Cracknell and Mahany 1994 
Appleford, Oxfordshire 1 1 - 350–400 Hinchliffe and Thomas 1980 
Barton, Gloucester 11 6 3 300–400 Rhodes 1980 
Bath Gate/Querns, Cirencester 59 45 14 230–400 McWhirr et al. 1982 
Bishops Cleeve,  
Gloucestershire 

1 - 1 200–400 Parry 1999 

Bristol, Avon 1 - - 350–400 Rahtz and Clevedon Brown 1958/9 
Bradley Hill, Somerset 8 6 2 300–350 Leech 1981 
Cassington, Oxfordshire 2 1 1 300–400 Harman et al. 1981 
Cave’s Inn, Warwickshire 3 1 2 300–400 Cameron and Lucas 1973 
Charlton Mackrell, Somerset 1 - 1 300–400 Leech 1980 
Curbridge, Oxfordshire 1 1 - 350–400 Chambers and Williams  1976 
Devizes, Wiltshire 1 1 - 300–400 Annable 1962 
Dorchester-on-Thames,  
Oxfordshire 

25 17 6 350–450 Chambers 1988 

Frilford, Oxfordshire 1 - 1 300–400 Gosden et al. 2004 
Frocester, Gloucestershire  4 2 2 300–400 Price 2000 
Gatcombe, Somerset 1 1 - 300–350 Brannigan 1977 
Hardwick, Oxfordshire 1 1 - 300–400 Chambers and Williams 1976 
Henbury, Gloucestershire 1 - 1 300–400 Russell 1983 
Hucclecote, Gloucestershire 5 - 5 100–200 Thomas et al. 2003 
Illchester, Somerset 3 1 2 300–400 Everton and Rogers 1990 
Kemble, Gloucestershire 3 - 1 300–400 Timby 1998 
Kingsholm, Gloucester 1 - 1 200-300 Atkin 1987 
Lamyatt, Somerset 2 - 2 350–450 Leech 1986 
London Road, Gloucester 10 6 3 100–400 Foundations Archaeology 2000 
Naunton, Gloucestershire 4 3 1 100–200 Mays 1980 
Nettleton Shrub, Wiltshire 1 1 - 350–400 Wedlake 1982 
Oxford, Oxfordshire 1 - - 100–200 Hassall 1972 
Roden Downs, Oxfordshire 6 2 4 300–425 Philpott 1991 
Radley, Oxfordshire 10 8 1 300–400 Atkinson 1952 
Stanton Harcourt, Oxfordshire 1 - 1 200–300 McGavin 1980 
Tockington, Gloucestershire 2 1 - 350–300 Masser and McGill 2004 
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Winterbourne, Wiltshire 1 - 1 300–400 Algar 1961 
Wyre Piddle, Worcestershire 1 - 1 300–400 Mercian Archaeology 2003 
Verulamium Gate, Cirencester 1 1 - - McWhirr et al. 1982 
Yatton, Somerset 2 2 - 270–450 Watts and Leach 1996 
Total 181 111 59   
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