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ABSTRACT
The aim of the present work is the study of three human skeletons from Mozambique, currently housed at the "Instituto de Investiga~ao Cientifica Tropical", in Lisbon. Recovered during the
Anthropological Mission to Mozambique r'Missao Antropol6gica a Mo~ambique") these individuals are documented by mortuary records dated from 1940's. The written information such as
sex, age at death and cause of death recorded were confronted with macroscopic evidence
observable on bones and teeth. Besides, other pathological lesions were detected. Among the
most striking findings are osteomyelitis of the mandible, multiple traumatic lesions and symmetrical and well developed cribra orbitalia, a possible evidence of neoplasic diseases and a
probable case of tuberculosis.
The importance of the study of pathology in archaeological and historical human remains to
the understanding of the origin and evolution of diseases process as well as its importance to
the current and future prevention is also discussed.
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Introduction

Sample and Methods

The current study describes and discusses the
results of the sex, age and pathological observation in three well preserved human skeletons
documented by the mortuary records dated from
1940's, and recovered during the "Missao
Antropologica a Mo<;ambique", currently housed
at the "Instituto de Investiga<;ao Cientffica
Tropical", in Lisbon. The potential of the pathological studies in more ancient remains is also
presented.

In the present study, the three human skeletons
were firstly observed without previous knowledge of the records. The skeletal lesions recorded were identified by examination of the bones
and teeth with the naked eye. Thus, for each
one, sex diagnosis was performed on the basis of
visual criteria for pelvis (Recommendations for
Age and Sex Diagnoses of Skeletons, 1980) and
age at death was estimated also using the
Recommendations and by the methodologies
that analyse the metamorphosis on the auricular
surface of the ilium (Bedford et al., 1991) and in
the pubic symphysis (France Casting, 1986;
Brooks and Suchey, 1990) following the suggestions proposed by Santos (1996). Moreover, the
pathological lesions were recorded macroscopically and a registration with a digital camera
was done. Subsequently, these results were compared with the documental information and the
more relevant data is presented in this article.

Paleopathology is today considered as a subdiscipline of Biological Anthropology (Buikstra and
Ubelaker, 1994; Roberts and Manchester, 1995),
and focuses on the study of the evolution and
progress of diseases in humans and other animals
through time (Roberts and Manchester, 1995).
Paleopathologists examine both primary evidence (bones, calcified tissues, preserved bodies
such mummies, and coprolites) and secondary
sources such as contemporary documents (medical and historic records) and iconographic representations such as artifacts and works of art
(Ortner and Putschar, 1981; Roberts and
Manchester, 1995; Armelagos, 1997). This modern study of the history of diseases follows the
biocultural approach, i.e. biological data are
interpreted within appropriate cultural contexts
which include relevant details of the historical
development, local geography, and material culture of the people whose remains are under
examination (Roberts and Manchester, 1995)
representing the recent transdisciplinary vocation of paleopathology.

Results
Individual number 1. The sex diagnOSis revealed
a male individual. The epiphyseal union line was
slightly visible in several long bones and all permanent teeth were erupted, including the third
molar, which give an estimated age at deatb of
less than 25 years old and more than 21. In the
pathological domain, the macroscopic study
revealed occlusal caries in the first right and
second left molars in the mandible (Fig. 1). A
severe abscess in the mandibLe was probably a
consequence of the crown destruction of the
right second moLar, extending beyond the root
and destroying the corticaL bone area. This situation led to an osteomyelitis with pus formation
and drainage by the cloaca that was surrounded
by new bone.
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Figure 1. Osteomyelitis of the mandible - a dental related abscess have destroyed the cortical
area and formed an opening for pus drainage.

Individual number 2. This individual was
diagnosed as a male, with an age at death
between 15 and 19 years old. Moreover, the thi rd
molar~ already erupted and several epiphysis
fused with the diaphysis in long bones, places
this skeleton probably more close to the upper
limit of the age range obtained.
The skeleton shows several pathologies.
In the skull, cribra orbitalia a porotic hyperostosis on roof of orbits, symmetrical and active at
the moment of the death (fig. 2) and in the post
cranial skeleton the atlas is unfused in the
region of both anterior and posterior tubercles,
which seems to be a congenital anomalies or a
development problem since according to
Scheuer, and Black (2000) the time of fusion of
these areas occurred around 4 to 6 years of age.
Periostitis occurred as a thin layer in the visceral surface of the ribs (fig. 3A) in both sides of
the thoracic cage, despite asymmetrically. New

bone formation is visible in the left side mainly
in the vertebral end of ribs (in rib number 5, and
from rib 7 to 9). In the right ones these lesions
are more extensive, taking place at the sternal
end from the 2nd to the 9th ribs and at vertebral
end from rib number 2 to 10, being more severe
in the 8th and 9th.
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Figure 2. Cribra orbitalia in an adolescent individual. Range from porosity to porosity with coalescence of foramina, active at time of death.

A

B

Figure 3A Ribs of individual number 2 with new bone on sternal ends and B proliferation of
new bone on the visceral surface of a rib from individual number 3.
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The hip region presents some changes:
the head and neck of the right femur were partially destroyed by a non-active process at the
moment of the death. The formation of a new
articular surface on the top of the acetabulum of
the correspondent innominate bone led to an
increase in high of the acetabulum.
Individual number 3. The third skeleton
belonged to an adult male to whom was recorded a layer of new bone formation at the vertebral end of rib number 2 to 10, at the left side
of the thoracic cage and from the 2nd to 11 th on
the right ribs (fig. 3B).
In what concern oral pathology, this individual has a good general conditions in all the

present teeth. However, the upper incisors and
the central lower incisors were absent.
Lastly, he shows multiple traumatic
lesions in the limbs. The left femur suffered two
fractures as can be seen in the figure 4A: an
oblique fracture in the upper part and a second
one in the inferior end of the diaphysis. As a consequence of the infectious process a cloaca was
formed. Both fractures were malaligned in the
healing process which resulted in a shortening in
the length of 2,5 cm of the left femur in comparison to the right one. The left foot of this
individual also presented several injuries: 3 of
the 5 metatarsals were fractured, being this
condition particularly severe in the first
metatarsal bone (fig. 4B).

Figure 4. A. Femur with an infectious process due to a fracture and B a first metatarsal with a
malaligned fracture.
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