DEATH AND THE SOCIETIES OF LATE ANTIQUITY

NEW METHODS, NEW QUESTIONS ?

Significant developments in the methodologies used both in the
field and in the laboratory have paved the way for a renewal of
thinking about the populations and burial practices of Late Antiquity.
Alongside work done on the period and the role of burial practices,
the emergence of the area of study then known as “field anthropo-
logy” has been crucial in reshaping the focus of research. Recent
studies, aided by a proliferation of archaeological examples, reveal
a desire to re-examine and revise data, not only anthropological,
but also archaeological and historical. These studies increase our
knowledge about the treatment of the dead, the place of death
among the living, the location of burial sites, and even the structure
of tombs; all these elements are of course variable according to
region and culture.

These recent studies, which now tend to be multidisciplinary, help

us to re-examine accepted truths and to revitalize our thinking about
the way in which these ancient societies envisaged Death and
managed their dead in the context of the multiple changes occurring
within the Roman Empire and on its margins.

Late Antiquity is marked by its political, social, economic, and cultural
evolutions. This period of major societal changes initially saw the
coexistence of Roman institutions and new social structures, especia-
lly those emerging from the early Christian religion. The societies of
Late Antiquity are therefore characterized by a mosaic of political,
social, and cultural entities, both in the heart of the Empire's provinces
and on their borders.

Can this plurality of situations also be detected in the burial practices
of the period? Which elements help us to identify and define this
diversity? And to what extent can burial practices really help us to
understand the living conditions of ancient communities and their
developments? Between the first centuries of the Roman Empire

and Late Antiquity, what degree of either continuity or change in
demographic and cultural dynamics do these practices reveal?

Specific reflection on the world of the dead, on a large geographic
and thematic scale and in all its disciplinary plurality, has therefore
become essential. Anthropology and its related sciences (biology,
archaeothanatology, biochemistry) are crucial to this, alongside
archaeological, historical, environmental, and societal approaches.
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A singular deposit from Late Antiquity in the chapel of Saint-Jean de Todon
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