
A Cemetery of Vandalic date at Carthage 
 

 
       Fig. 1. View of the site upon completion of the excavation season in 1988 

 
Background 
 

I have recently been asked to bring to completion a final report on the excavation 
of a cemetery of Vandalic date (439-533 CE) just outside the city wall of ancient 
Carthage, of which I was an associate director early in my field career in 1988-89 (fig. 1). 
I published a preliminary article on the site in Journal of Roman Archaeology 8 (1995) 
263-70. The editor has already agreed to publish the report as a monograph, and has been 
pressing me to complete it.   

 
The cemetery includes 221 primary inhumation burials of a mixed population of 

men, women and children (fig. 2). The graves are arranged in serried rows parallel to and 
just outside the late Roman city wall. Their structures are simple, ranging from shallow 
pits, to coverings of amphora (fig. 3) or neonates buried in whole amphorae to "coffins" 
built of stone (fig. 4). With the exception of a group of 4 burials marked by funerary 
mosaics, the graves were unmarked. These general characteristics suggest the burial 
koine of urban cemeteries of the 5th-6th c CE all over the Roman world. Yet, the 
specifics of the cemetery challenge normative practice. Funerary mosaics are a Christian 
tradition, usually found in and around churches in North Africa. Yet, the small group of 
four tombs in this cemetery, unassociated with a church, among tombs not identified as 
Christian, do not fit the pattern. The four gold coins on one skeleton in a shallow pit 
grave runs counter to an intuitive assumption that a simple grave structure is indicative of 
low economic and social status. Finally, apart from its intrinsic interest, this cemetery is 
important because, almost two decades after it was excavated, it is still the only 
systematically excavated, well-recorded and tightly dated cemetery of the Vandal period 
in Africa. The publication of the site will add to the growing body of information, (see, a. 
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Fig. 2  An amphora and a shallow pit burial from the cemetery 

 
                      

 
Fig. 3 A cist burial of 6-year old twins from the cemetery 

 
                           

 
                              Fig. 4 A Christian tomb mosaic commemorating Marturia and Mulio 
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recent conference, Burial Society and Context in the Roman World, reviewed in Journal 
of Roman Archaeology 16 (2003) 635-38) about ancient populations, society and 
mortuary landscapes and make possible comparisons with other cemeteries around the 
Mediterranean 
 

All of the excavation's original documents, plans, photos and finds are now 
assembled in my office. The stratigraphic report (a reconstruction of the chronological 
phases of the site) has been completed and the most important specialists' chapters (on 
coins, pottery, and human osteology) are in final draft form. Four major pieces are still 
missing from the publication: a burial catalogue, a statistical analysis of burial data, a 
narrative chapter on burial practices, and a conclusion incorporating the specialist 
information and assessing the significance of the site. We will concentrate on the first 
two this summer, essential steps to the latter two. The burial catalogue is an essential part 
of the report because it treats each burial as a separate entity, emphasizing its 
individuality. However, it is virtually impossible to understand the dynamics of the 
cemetery and its population as a whole without a statistical analysis that reduces all 
burials to their essential, general characteristics and allows for the recognition of patterns 
in the data.  

 
Project Objectives and Timetable 
 

This summer's project has two goals. The first is to design and produce the final 
draft of a burial catalogue that assembles all the pottery, coin and osteological data 
together with drawings and photographs of each of the 221 primary burials. I plan to 
work closely with Jenny for the first week of the project familiarizing her with the site, 
looking at the documents and excavation materials (currently stored in boxes) by sorting 
through, inventorying and organizing them (week 1). At the end of this period we will 
establish a template for the burial catalogue, similar to the attached example from a 
recent cemetery publication (fig. 5). I anticipate that Jenny will be relatively independent 
while assembling the burial catalogue (weeks 2-4), though I will meet with her every few 
days. I will expect her to compile the information from the original documents, scan 
drawings and photographs, write brief text entries, and to take up the pages of the 
catalogue as far as possible towards a final-draft of the chapter. 
 

The second objective is to design a database, using other ancient cemetery 
projects as models and enter information about the burials in as wide a variety of general 
categories (e.g. tomb structure, marker, orientation, relation to other features; grave 
goods, sex and age of the individual, position of the body) in preparation for a statistical 
analysis of the cemetery (weeks 5-8). Jenny will be able to draw on her experience with 
cataloguing the burials, to help design the database and her experience with the 
documents to find the required data for entry. Upon completion of the database, if time 
permits, we will begin sorting the data to look for significant patterns. I think the project 
is well within our grasp in the time available.  
 
Outcomes 

The ultimate outcome of the project will be a co-authored chapter (the burial 
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catalogue) in a serious scholarly publication, a very rare opportunity for an 
undergraduate. Depending on our progress, the work that Jenny does on the database 
could be presented at an undergraduate research conference. More important are the 
intangibles I expect her to take from the project: an acquaintance with the bulk and 
intractibility of archaeological data, experience with designing and applying of a research 
method, and a sense of the effort involved in getting data into publishable form. I imagine 
it will be exciting for her get inside a book. I certainly find it so. 
 

  
 

Fig. 5 Excerpt from C. Osborne and L Stirling, "Catalogue of burials (1990)," in N.  Ben 
Lazreg and D. Mattingly, Leptiminus (Lamta): A Roman port city in Tunisia. Report no. 1, 
JRA suppl. 4 (Ann Arbor 1992) 278 (Apologies for the less than perfect scan) 



                                                                                                             Stevens and Kreiger 5

Budget 
 
I anticipate no expenses for this project beyond the use of my office and computer 

labs. It is possible, though unlikely, that we will choose a different database program 
from MSAccess.  

 
Project Personnel 

 
I bring two decades professional expertise in Carthage to the project, both in field 

archaeology and post excavation analysis. The Vandal cemetery report will be my third 
site monograph, so I have a record of success in putting multi-authored volumes together. 
Currently on two dissertation committees, I enjoy working with graduate students on 
their field research projects. I had about 36 undergraduates (about half from R-MWC) in 
the field with me during my last excavation because I see training undergraduates in 
fieldwork and guiding them into research as one of my most important responsibilities. 
 

While Jenny has no experience with archaeology, I am confident that she will 
contribute effectively to the project. I am sure she is much more adept with the computer 
technology than I. Persistence and care rather than research training or knowledge of the 
Classical world are essential for the first part of the project. Jenny likes to excel: she 
learns fast and she is prepared to work hard. As her Latin skills attest, she has an eye for 
detail. Her work is always complete, of high standard and scrupulously neat. I do not 
worry about her introducing errors into the burial catalogue or the database. I know that 
she is comfortable working independently.  
 
Student Statement 
  
 My interest in this project stems from my long-held interests in burial practices. In 
middle school, my fascination with this subject led me to write a research paper on 
mummification practices from around the world. My obsession shifted slightly to forensic 
science, and I spent many hours poring over what few books my public libraries had on 
Clyde Snow and forensics. In the last three years, I have made several visits to various 
New England cemeteries with my mother to examine gravesites, particularly those of 
19th-century American writers. In helping to compose this burial catalogue and database, 
I will be dealing with subject matter of a sort that has long been a passion of mine.  
  
 I intend to bring several of my strengths to this project. I am not averse to hard 
work; I do it regularly and rather enjoy it. Dedication to my work is a trait that nearly 
nine years of piano study has helped me to develop. Although my high school only 
offered two years of Latin, I took my third year as an independent study because I like 
working independently an am capable of motivating myself. As for the computer-related 
aspects of this project, I can easily spend hours experimenting with software and learning 
how to use new applications.  
 
 The ways in which this project will benefit me are significant. While developing 
my organizational and computer skills, I will gain an understanding of how archeological 
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data, once gathered, must be processed. As a potential Classics major, I may also be 
better able to decide if archaeology is an interest I want to pursue more seriously in the 
future. But most of all, when this project is completed, I will have had the opportunity to 
be part of an important scholarly work, a chance I probably could not have had as a first-
year at many other schools. This project will be an important part of my undergraduate 
experience at R-MWC.  
 
 


