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Abstract In recent years vve undertook a systematic study of human 
remains in the inner Abruzzo region, in order to create a map of the 
paleopathological material. This is a land of mountains and highlands 
with favorable climatic and environmental conditions for natural 
mummification. We investigated the mummified and skeletal remains of 
eight different series dated from the first millenium BC to the XIX century 
AD, some of which are presented for the first time in paleopathological 
literature. These series, along with others that we plan to study in the 
future, confirm that our region is one of great paleopathological interest.
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Resumo Nos uitimos anos efectuamos um estudo sistematico dos restos 
humanos da regiao de Abruzzo (Italia) de modo a criar um mapa do 
material paleopatologico. Esta e uma regiao de montanhas e terras altas 
com condicoes climaticas e ambientais favoraveis a mumificagao natural. 
Investigamos os vestigios mumificados e esqueleticos de oito series, 
algumas das quais apresentadas pela primeira vez na literature 
paleopatologica, compreendendo um periodo que vai desde o primeiro 
milenio a.C. ate ao seculo XIX. Estas series, em conjunto com outras que 
planeamos estudar futuramente, confirmam o grande interesse 
paleopatologico da nossa regiao.

Palavras-chave Paleopatologia; regiao de Abruzzo; mumias naturais; 
vestigios osteoarqueologicos.
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The inner Abruzzo region, which roughly corresponds to the 
province of L'Aquila, is a land of mountains and highlands with a 
cold, dry climate. In 1997 we began a systematic study of human 
remains in this area, in order to create a map of the paleopathologic 
material (Ventura et a l ,  2001). The aim of the present study is to 
update the list of the known sites in this region of Italy (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Map of paleopathological human remains in the inner Abruzzo region.

Starting from the western borders of the region, we 
investigated the burials near the church of Santa Maria delle 
Grazie in Luco dei Marsi (n .l in Figure 1), which revealed 59 
skeletons and 2 ossuaries found during a 3 year campaign (1999- 
2001). These remains, dated to the XV-XVI centuries, belonged to a 
rural population with high rates of osteoarthritis and periodontal 
d isease  (L eo cata  and V entura, 2001 ). The stu d y  of 
osteoarcheological material from the ossuary of the ruins of the 
church in San Potito di Ovindoli (XIII century) and from the
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church of Santa Maria della Vittoria (XIV century) in Scurcola 
Marsicana (n. 2 and 3 in Figure 1) is still in progress. The 
paleopathological analysis of these samples will allow us to trace 
the health status of the medieval population of this particular 
geographic area.

The necropolis of Fossa Casale (n. 4 in Figure 1), investigated 
by archaeologists in 1992-2001, yielded the remains of 560 
individuals dated to the IX-1 Centuries BC. This skeletal series and 
the series from the necropolis of Bazzano (n. 5 in Figure 1) (about 
800 individuals, dated to the VIII Century BC -  I Century AD, 
investigated in the period 1993-2002) represent one of the largest 
population sample from the first millenium BC in Italy. 
Paleopathological study of these remains is still in progress.

We studied the natural mummies of four XIX century 
individuals found in the friary of San Giorgio degli Osservanti 
(XVIII century) in the village of Goriano Valli (n. 6 in Figure 1). 
These well-preserved natural mummies, dating back to XIX 
century, were studied by computed tomography and by autopsy. 
In this series we were able to demonstrate thyroid goiter, prostatic 
hyperplasia and pulmonary tuberculosis in 50-60 year-old man, an 
osteochondroma of the distal femur in an adult woman, and a case 
of possible functional obstruction of the rectum in an elderly man 
also affected by DISH (Leocata et a l ,  1999; Ventura et a i ,  1999).

Figure 2. One of the crypts beneath the church of San Sebastiano in Navelli.
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In 2001, we began the recovery of human remains found in the 
crypts beneath the church of San Sebastiano in Navelli (n. 7 in 
Figure 1; Figure 2). Hundreds of mummified or skeletonized 
bodies dated to the XVI - XIX centuries were accidentally 
discovered in 1980 but, since then only a preliminary investigation 
has been made (Capasso and Di Tota, 1991) because of the lack of 
funds and interest by the local organizations. As soon as the 
recovery has been completed, a huge amount of information about 
this community will be available.

The series from the church of the Santissima Trinita in Popoli 
(Pescara province) (n. 8 in Figure 1) includes at least 8 mummified 
or skeletonized bodies dating back to the XVIII century, buried in a 
crypt. A preliminary investigation of these mummies took place in 
2001, documented by the National Geographic Society in their 
educational television program, "The Mummy Road Show". 
Further details of this study were presented at the XIV Biennial 
Meeting of the Paleopathology Association in Coimbra, Portugal 
(Ventura et al., 2002).

An interesting new site that we hope to study in the near 
future is located in the village of Filetto (n. 9 in Figure 1), where 
many mummified human remains were found in an old ruined 
church of the XIV century, destroyed during the siege by Braccio 
da M ontone (1424 AD) and never rebuilt. It may contain a 
significant portion of the population living in Filetto at that time.

The natural mummies of the Castello Cinquecentesco in 
L'Aquila (n. 10 in Figure 1) include four XVI century individuals 
(2 women, a boy and a girl), who have not yet been investigated. 
These bodies are part of a larger sample of about one hundred 
mummies found in 1902 in a chapel of tire castle and later reburied 
in the cemetery by order of the Archbishop.

Along with these collections of individuals, the remains of 
some remarkable figures resting in L'Aquila must be noted. The 
body of Saint Bernardino da Siena represents an interesting 
example of the embalming techniques during the Renaissance 
period. Among the historical figures of the XV century, the 
mummified bodies of the Blessed Jean Bassand, Antonia da 
Firenze, and Vincenzo dell'Aquila also repose in our town. In the
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basilica of Santa Maria di Collemaggio, the relics of Saint Pietro da 
Morrone (Pope Celestino V) represent the basis for an historical 
case. The hole in his skull has raised many questions about the 
death of this saint and should be investigated completely in the 
future.

The presence of so many subjects for study represents a rich 
cultural heritage and an exciting stimulus for anthropological 
studies, giving us the opportunity to consider our region as one of 
great paleopathological interest.
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