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Buried together, buried alone: Christian commemoration and kinship in the early 

Middle Ages. 

 

 

The essay aims to explore the ways in which strategies of commemoration elaborated by kin 

groups changed after the end of the Western Roman Empire and what role Christianity played in 

these transformations. In order to shed some light on the situation, a broad sample of cemeteries 

dated from Late Antiquity to the early Middle Ages was analyzed, focusing on the spatial 

organization of the individuals within the cemeteries and around cult places. For this purpose 

archaeological, physical anthropological and epigraphic data were studied and juxtaposed with the 

theoretical debates expressed by Christian writers. The data at hand seem to suggest that rather 

than radically transforming kinship commemoration strategies, Christianity added new ideological 

layers, making its use and display multi-dimensional.   

 

 

Introduction: san Severus’ family and the practice of kinship burial 

At the beginning of the eight century Agnellus Ravennatis tells the story of Saint Severus’ 

family burial in Classe:   

When the daughter of this most blessed man confessor of Christ Severus, by 

name Innocentia, had died, everyone came to place her small body in the tomb of her 

mother Vicentia. They saw that the tomb was small and said: “Two bodies cannot 

rest here, since the container is too small.” With tears the lord Severus said: “O wife, 

why are you troublesome to me? Why do you not make a place for your daughter? 

Take what you bore, do not hesitate to receive what was taken from your flesh. 

Behold I give you what you have given to me, don’t be dumb. She has returned from 

hence she came. Give her a place for burial, do not sadden me”. At his voice the 
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bones of his wife moved by themselves to the side with great speed so fast that living 

bodies of man could hardly move more swiftly, and she allowed her daughter a 

space for burial. 

Later on:  

‘One day, when he had celebrated mass and he had received the holy flesh and 

blood of the Lord, wrapped in the pontifical stole, he ordered his tomb to be opened, 

he entered alive and lying himself down between his wife and daughter, he ordered it 

to be closed. There, while praying he rendered up his precious soul to God.’1   

Dyan Elliott points out that Severus’ wife is a disturbing presence in Agnellus’ narrative. At 

the time the liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis was written, Europe, under the auspices of the 

Carolingian Reform, was experiencing the first series of attacks on clerical marriage. Agnellus, 

aware of these debates, constructed the story of Severus first acknowledging and then conciliating 

the anxieties surrounding the figure of the clerical wife. Nonetheless, “the tensions surrounding the 

clerical wife as a constructed problem are confronted and then dispelled. What remains at the center 

and also, in many ways, central to this account is the image of peace when the family is finally 

reunited in death.”2 What interests us here are not the debates concerning the priest’s wife, but 

rather the fact that Severus’ family burial is legitimate in light of the purity of the couple and the 

achievement of spiritual marriage, values defining well behaved Christians deserving to be buried 

together.  

Interestingly, the first location of the relics of Saint Severus was brought to light in Classe; it 

was a small chapel paved with mosaics where Severus’ name appeared.3 At the end of the sixth 

century his body was translated inside a newly built basilica. What about his daughter and wife? 

Were they really buried with him as Agnellus says? And, if so, did they eventually remain in the 

small chapel? We will never know.4 However, the small chapel remained an important burial place 

and it was flanked, at the same time the basilica was built, by a new family mausoleum. 

Subsequently, eleven more single and multiple graves were created around and inside the chapels. 
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In one of these graves nine individuals were found.5 Debora Ferreri, analyzed the individuals and 

found that their epigenetic traits would indicate consanguineous relations among them. This kind of 

grave was in use from the seventh until the tenth century.6 Was this a family burial used for many 

generations?   

Starting from these puzzles, this essay is addressed to the subject of family burial and the 

changing strategies of kinship commemoration under the influence of ecclesiastical regulations.  

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century imagination, the early medieval world was 

characterized by the meeting and clash of two distinct cultural groups: the Roman and the barbarian. 

The polarity between these two entities was projected to all aspects of society, including family 

structure. Unlike the Roman family, which was hierarchically structured under the power of the 

pater familias, the Germanic family was characterized by a more open structure and by horizontal, 

cognatic, ties. Recently the rigid and binary construction of this type has been revised, revealing the 

complexities of the transformations of the family system from the end of Antiquity and the fact that 

these changes started within the Roman world.7 A particularly important role in this process of 

transformation was played by bishops which, by promoting themselves as alternative defenders of 

the domus and more widely, of the social order, transformed and deteriorated the power of the pater 

familias.8  

One of the perspectives through which such processes of transformation can be observed is 

that of memory. Many studies were dedicated in the past decades to the strategies of remembering 

and oblivion elaborated by aristocratic families as a way of mediating their identities and 

establishing their cohesion.9 Christianity offered important new tools for such strategies: the 

foundation of monasteries and churches and the establishment of funerary areas around them were 

ways for keeping the patrimony intact in spite of fragmentation caused by equally divisible 

inheritance among the offspring, and for creating places of memory around which kin groups could 

identify themselves and display their status.10 The success of such new strategies resulted in an 

increasingly important role for the clergy, which started to promote itself as the medium between 
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the living and the dead. Therefore, while during the Roman period funerals were organized and 

displayed directly by the relatives of the dead person, during the early Middle Ages the clergy 

started to take on the role of “memory organizer”.11 As Michel Lauwers has pointed out, 

Christianity transformed the cult of death from a private affair into a public one.12 In this process, 

local bishops started promoting new ways of defining social ties and status, which were not 

connected exclusively to kinship any more but mostly to new values of Christian behaviour. In this 

process, biological parenthood lost its relevance and was substituted by spiritual relationships. 

These transformations were, however, not linear and very often spiritual superiority just masked 

power and strategic kinship relationships and, moreover, members of influential families could be 

part of the laity or the clergy acting for the same objectives. It is only in the later Middle Ages that 

the division between laity and clergy become more clearly defined.13       

Memory strategies have been best explored by written sources, particularly wills and 

donations, which testify to the direct intentions of the authors.14 Much less attention has been 

dedicated to these aspects in studying the archaeological record.  

While during the Roman period, family relationships can be investigated through the analyses 

of funerary inscriptions, the decline of this practice during the early Middle Ages and the wider 

diffusion of grave goods depositions makes the interpretation of graves more complex for this 

historical period. However, in spite of the decrease of written memorialisation still archaeologists 

have recently stressed the role of mourners in preparing the grave and selecting the artefacts for 

their relatives. It has been noticed that in certain areas particular emphasis was given to gender 

identity and social status connected to the life cycle, so for instance females dying while fertile 

received the most lavish grave goods. These graves have been interpreted as the result of a 

conscious behaviour operated by kin groups to compensate for an important loss through funerary 

rituals, in fact the dead of a young daughter would have meant the demise of important social 

connections and the possibility of having new heirs though her marriage.15 With Christianization 

new values were gradually spread: the ideal of humility and simplicity and the care for the souls in 
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the afterlife transformed the investments for burial. Family goods were not any more interred into 

the graves but were donated to the Church for releasing the soul after death;16 at the same time the 

desire of proximity to the holy, perceived as a reflection of the position in Heaven, generated a new 

emphasis on funerary space which, as many scholars have stressed, become hierarchical.17 If the 

attention of archaeologists has been addressed to investigate the transformations of cemetery 

topography generated by these new Christian values, less attention has been paid to understand the 

familial dimension in the archaeological context.  

Starting from this background, the aim of this paper is to consider the transformations of 

burial practices from Antiquity to the early Middle Ages, focusing on the visibility or invisibility of 

kinship ties in the context of Christian cemeteries and how family intervention in commemoration 

was transformed. In order to offer new insights, my perspective will be diachronic and 

multidisciplinary: I will employ written, epigraphic and archaeological sources considered on the 

long term, from the 4th until the 11th century AD.  

First of all I will consider theoretical texts elaborated by the clergy on the matter of the care 

for the dead, I am particularly curious to see what role was auspicated for kinship members and 

laity mourners.  

Secondly, I will investigate a consistent sample of funerary epitaphs with the aim of 

considering in which ways the emphasis on kinship ties, visible during Roman times, changed 

during late Antiquity. For this purpose I have collected and analyzed 418 funerary inscriptions from 

Aquileia, dated from the 1st until the 4th century, and 185 epitaphs from the cemetery of Manastirine 

in Salona, dated from the 4th until the end of the 6th century. These two sites offer the most 

comprehensive sample of epigraphic material excavated until now18 and because they date to 

subsequent phases they are very useful in grasping the changes in epigraphic commemoration 

trough space and time. Moreover the funerary monuments from Manastirine are particularly 

interesting because they were in connection with a Christian cult place which was transformed 

physically and conceptually by the construction of a basilica during the middle of the 5th century 
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A.D. In addition, I have also collected a sample of 338 epitaphs found inside or around churches 

from different sites in Italy, dated from the 5th until the 9th centuries.19 All this data allows seeing 

how the practice of funerary inscriptions and kinship commemoration were transformed on the long 

term as the result of Christianization of death and the development of Christian cemeteries.  

Thirdly, I will consider burials connected to churches to try and understand the ways funerary 

rituals were transformed. For this purpose, I have collected a sample of 1235 graves found inside 

and outside 150 churches located in Italy and dated from the 4th until the 11th century.20 The graves 

contained in total 1357 individuals, however anthropological analyses of the skeletons were 

performed on 932 individuals only. I would like to stress here that this is a pilot project: data 

collection of both the epigraphic and archaeological records is still in progress. I am still gathering 

sites and implementing the dataset therefore the results here presented might slightly change in the 

future. 

By juxtaposing written texts concerning the care of the dead with epigraphic and 

archaeological data I want to see to what extent different means of communication diverged or met 

in promoting and displaying commemoration and in defining the role of mourners. Lets’ start 

considering the written evidence first.      

 

From sepulcrum patrum to corpora in ecclesiis sepulta  

When talking about burials, early Christian writers refer to them using the definition of 

sepulcrum patrum. Ambrose of Milan stressed the importance of being buried in such places of 

memory. In his de Abraham written around the year 378, he says: “we shall construct our graves not 

in foreign places but rather next to our relatives or nearest ones”.21  

Ambrose seems here attached to the Roman tradition which precisely defined, through 

legislation, the rights over grave property and the roles of kinship members.   

For example, in the Digest of Justinian (530-533), which contains the Roman laws, in the part 

dedicated to burials and funerals which is titled  De religiosis et sumptibus funerum et ut funus 
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ducere liceat, at point 5 he cites a definition of Gaius (a jurist of the second century AD) which 

clarifies the meaning of burials made for one’s heirs or for the members of one’s household: 

‘Tombs which a man builds for himself and his household are called household tombs, those he 

constructs for himself and his heirs are called hereditary tombs.’ 22 Further, at point 6 of the same 

chapter, Ulpian (end of the second –beginning of the third century) says:  

In each kind of tomb, his heirs and other successors of whatever sort may be 

buried and may bury their dead, even if they are heirs to a very small share by will or 

by intestacy and even without the consent of the other heirs. The same right is 

granted to children of either sex and of any degree, even emancipated children 

whether they have qualified as heirs or have refused the inheritance. Unless the 

testator, acting out of reasonable ill-feeling, has specifically forbidden it, those who 

have been disinherited are allowed on compassionate grounds to be buried there 

themselves, but they may not bury anyone other than their own descendants. 

Freedmen can neither be buried nor bury others, unless they are heirs to their patron, 

although some people have inscribed on their tomb that they have built it for 

themselves and their freedmen.23   

Thus family graves were meant to be representative of larger groups of blood-relatives or of 

members of the same household.  

The archaeological data testify to the widespread use of family funerary enclosures, during the 

first and second centuries.24 Moreover, the large sample of funerary epitaphs from Aquileia, dated 

to the first and second centuries A.D. indicates that 40% of individuals were commemorated alone, 

while the remaining 60% of the individuals were commemorated in the epitaphs together with other 

members of their family or household. Epitaphs are eager to indicate the bond among those who are 

buried together. As can be seen from figure 1, most of the epitaphs commemorating more than one 

individual included either a couple or members of extended kin groups which, as suggested by 
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Ulpian, could include also freedmen or freedwomen. It seems, therefore, that Ambrose of Milan 

recalled this funerary trend when referring to: tumulos parentum vel proximorum.25 

However, only three decades later the perspective toward family graves had changed. 

Augustine, in fact, denies their importance and more generally emphasizes the secondary role 

played by burial places and funerals. In his Confessions, he praises his mother Monica for having 

chosen to be buried in a church near the altar, rather than in her homeland near her ancestors: ‘In 

fact as her final day was approaching, she did not consider having her body contained in a 

sumptuous grave, nor having it preserved with unguents, she did not desire a precious monument 

nor a grave close to her relatives.’ 26 

Moreover, in his De cura pro mortuis gerenda, written around 420, Augustine explains that 

‘The solemnity of funerals, the nobility of the grave, the grandiosity of rituals are rather a comfort 

for those who remain, and not for those who have passed away.’ 27 The care for the dead is a way of 

showing respect to the corpses which contained the souls and were created by God, but does not 

guarantee salvation. And further on:  

Then the only reason why the name Memorials or Monuments is given to those 

sepulchers of the dead which become specially distinguished, is that they recall to 

memory and by putting them in mind cause us to think of those who by death are 

withdrawn from the eyes of the living, that they may not by forgetfulness also be 

withdrawn from men's hearts.28  

In the same way, being buried near to one’s family is a comfort only for the living. In fact, 

Augustine writes:  

We find in the Books of Kings, God through one prophet threatens another 

prophet who had transgressed His word, saying that his body should not be brought 

into the sepulchre of his fathers.[…] Now, if in considering what interpretation is to 

be made of this punishment, we go by the Gospel, where we have learned that after 

the slaying of the body there is no cause for fear lest the lifeless members should 
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suffer anything, it is not even to be called a punishment. But if we consider a man's 

human affection towards his own flesh, it was possible for him to be frightened or 

saddened, while living, by that for which he would have no feeling when dead.29 

These ideas became a central concept developed by later Christian writers during the medieval 

period. Gregory the Great, Isidore of Seville, Alcuin, Jonas of Orleans, Hrabanus Maurus and 

Hincmar all discuss in detail the matter of graves in the terms raised by Augustine.30 However, they 

no longer refer to them as sepulcrum patrum, but as corpora in ecclesiis sepulta, they thus seem to 

shift the emphasis on burials from a familial dimension to one where position is central.  

 

Christiana devotione and burial location 

 If we consider epitaphs again, it seems that by the time both Ambrose and Augustine were 

writing commemoration had changed making kinship increasingly less visible on stone monuments. 

The sample from Aquileia I have analyzed seems to indicate that from the third century on only 

very few people were still commemorated through an epitaph and they figure now as single 

individuals (figure 2). Similar trends can be recorded also in the epigraphic material from the site of 

Manastirine outside the ancient walls of Salona, in the Dalmatian coast.31 Here a Christian funerary 

place developed during the fourth century on a pre-existing cemetery, which was in use from the 

first century A.D. Later on, around the middle of the fifth century a basilica was built. In this 

prestigious funerary area, kinship relations can still be observed during the fourth century; they are 

mainly represented by couples (figure 3).32 In this phase, graves were dug because of the presence 

of a cult site which developed around a central area where possibly the body of Saint Domnio, 

bishop of Salona and martyr, was buried, followed by the depositions of other martyrs and 

bishops.33 According to archeological reconstructions this cult site was organized in the form of 

family chapels arranged in a circular manner around the martyrs’ graves (figure 4). This family 

oriented burial place was apparently razed to construct the basilica during the second half of the 

fifth century.34 The epitaphs on stone coffins connected to the basilica become silent about kin 
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relationships. As can be seen from figure 5, mainly single individuals were commemorated and only 

a dozen couples are defined as such. More specifically, the construction of the basilica seems to 

operate a deliberate selection of graves of clergy members, particularly evident in the transept of the 

church. This part of the church was built above the fourth century martyr and bishop burials and 

their existence underneath was stressed by a series of inscribed marble plates, visible on the 

pavement of the transept. Later on, new inscribed sarcophaguses dedicated to members of the clergy 

were deposited in this area. Figure 6 shows that half of the individuals commemorated by an 

epitaph buried inside the basilica were male members of the clergy. 

Such results are in line with more general trends observed in Italy. During the early Middle 

Ages inscriptions become notoriously rare,35 however, even though few in number they are 

illuminating about new trends. In particular, a sample of 338 epitaphs dated from the fifth to the 

nine century indicate that, at a time when commemoration through inscribed stone monuments had 

mostly disappeared, it still was employed to commemorate mainly single individuals and no longer 

extended kin groups or couples.36 Most of the individuals were males, and most of them are identify 

by their status, which could be an ecclesiastical grade (most often: diaconus, presbiter and 

episcopus) or a title indicating a specific rank (Figure 7); it seems however that such titles were less 

important for females and children than were for males. 37 Laymen, both males and females, are 

more often defined as “viri honesti” and “honesta femina”. According to Salvatore Cosentino38 this 

epithet, which in antiquity was used to indicate employees of the public administration, from Late 

Antiquity became a title testifying the moral behavior of the holder. This title could be acquired 

when reaching major age and was then mentioned in all juridical documents; the honesti of the fifth 

and sixth century were members of the high-middle class of land owners, artisans, merchants and 

professionals.39 Even though in lower numbers, also “clarissimi”, “spectabiles” and “inlustres” 

appellatives indicating civil or military office, appear on the epigraphic material here considered.40 

These trends seem in line with the slow and persistent attempts operated by local bishops to 

control burial practices, particularly inside churches. A series of provisions started to be promoted 
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from the time of pope Gregory the Great, which aimed at limiting the freedom of the laity in 

disposing of their dead within the churches. They reinforce the power of the clergy in deciding who 

should be included or excluded from burial located inside religious buildings. The laity should 

presumably be admitted as long as they had lived their lives following Christian principles of 

behavior.  

Gregory the Great, in his Dialogue IV deals with these problems. Prayers, he asserts, may be 

of help if the individual has only committed minor sins, but they cannot help in the atonement of 

major sins. Similarly, the location of a burial is of no advantage to the soul of the deceased. Sinners 

and infidels who after payment demand to be buried in a Church are only causing further harm to 

their souls: ‘for those who are oppressed by heavy sins, being placed inside the Church does not 

guarantee salvation but an aggravation of the punishment.’41   

Connected to this matter, the problem of fees paid to the priest for choosing burial places, was 

an important concern, which started to be discussed at the end of the sixth century by the same pope 

Gregory but was later reiterated in Christian writings and provisions. Gregory, in two letters 

addressed to the bishops of Messina and Sardinia stresses that: ‘we have passed an ordinance 

banning the ancient custom totally from our church, and we do not give our assent to anyone, that 

places for burial should be obtained at price.’42 In fact:  

It is all too serious and far from the office of a priest to seek payment from 

land set aside for rotten corpses and to want to make a profit from another person’s 

grief. But if you ever allow someone to be buried in your church, if indeed his 

parents, relatives or heirs want to offer something of their own accord, for the 

lighting, we do not forbid you from accepting it. But we totally prohibit anything 

being sought or charged, in case, and it is extremely irreligious, the church is said to 

be for sale, Heaven forbid! Or you appear to be rejoicing over people’s death, if you 

are keen to make a profit in any way from their dead bodies.43 
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After two centuries in which written sources regarding grave matters are particularly scanty,44 

such provisions are strengthened again in the course of the ninth century. In this period a series of 

law codes, both canonical and secular intended to limit the freedom of the laity in arranging their 

graves, giving more power to the priests. More specifically, Cristina La Rocca has shown that in the 

case of Italy some of such provisions aimed clearly at restricting the action of the local elites in 

deciding about family memory places, as a wider strategy to limiting the local elite’s power. 45  The 

first of such provisions was taken by the Council of Mainz of 813, stating that ‘No dead shall be 

buried within the church, except bishops, abbots, worthy priests or faithful laymen.’46 The Council 

of Paris (845-46) further developed such measures:  

No one shall presume to bury anybody within the church as if it were a 

hereditary right, except those whom the bishop or the priest has considered worthy 

for the distinguished quality of their conversion and life, and no one shall remove 

the bones of whoever is dead from its burial or shall violate in any way the graves 

with a rash proposal.47  

 A similar position was expressed even more explicitly by Hincmar, in his Capitula 

Episcoporum of 856: ‘No Christian shall assume to dispute about his/her grave as if he/she had 

hereditary right over it, but the place where they are buried should be defined, according to their 

Christian devotion, by the priest’s providence.’48 Here Hincmar reaffirms also Gregory’s position 

about the payment of fees for burial: there should be no fixed sum to be requested for the location 

of burial which should be decided freely by the priest, but offerings from the relatives of the dead 

are not to be refused.  

These provisions were aimed at limiting the freedom of the laity in disposing of their dead 

within the churches. Moreover, violation of graves and removal of bones was explicitly prohibited, 

restricting the maintenance of family graves which were used for several generations. They seem to 

reinforce the power of the clergy in deciding who should be included or excluded from burial 
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located inside a religious building. Laity should presumably be admitted as long as they had lived 

their lives following Christian principles of behavior.  

However, looking at the sample of epitaphs mentioned above, which explicitly commemorate 

well placed members of the community, it seems that indeed the measure of “well behaving” was 

connected to social and economic status, if so many honesti viri were visible in connection to 

churches. Most probably, in spite of the lamentations of Gregory and Hincmar, offerings and 

donations to assure burial places were quite effective. Well behaving pauperes would probably not 

be able to afford an inscribed epitaph, nor would they be able to afford a voluntary donation to be 

buried inside the churches.49 The range of fees is for instance defined in the letter Gregory the Great 

addressed to the bishop Donus of Messina. Here Gregory, lamenting the payment of fees for burials, 

says that this was represented by a gold brooch offered for his burial by “the father of Faustinus, a 

most eloquent man”.50 Thus, as Marios Costambeys puts is: “location of burials was governed as 

much by levels of patronage as by the widespread desire for proximity to the holy.”51 

The documentation seems to reveal that indeed the clergy was to gain the power of control 

over burial position and location but the laity was left with space to maneuver.          

 

All buried together 

In contrast with the documentation provided by epitaphs, which shows few people 

commemorated as individuals, archaeological documentation of burials inside the churches offers 

quite a different scenario. As illustrated in figure 8, while the mean number of graves founded 

inside the churches did not substantially vary over the centuries we are considering, the mean 

number of buried individuals gradually increased starting in the sixth century and reaching the 

highest peak in the period between the nine and the eleven centuries.  

We should here noticed that in the cases I have here considered the direct connection between 

inscriptions and graves has not been totally clarified by archaeological excavations. In this way it is 

not possible to connect directly the number of individuals buried within the same grave and the 
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texts surmounting them. In some cases, this is due to the fact that churches were rebuilt and 

reorganized in subsequent periods moving the epitaphs from their original position. This is the case 

for instance of S. Stefano di Garlate. Here fifth and sixth century epitaphs on marble slabs 

commemorating single individuals were originally located above the pavement of the church. 

Subsequently they were removed from their original position during the 9th century when the church 

was newly paved. The archaeologists have found the probable hole left under the 9th century floor 

when one of the inscribed slab was taken off. It is highly probable that the epitaphs were originally 

in connection with the multiple graves dated from the fifth to the seventh centuries which the 

archaeologists excavated under the pavement of that phase. However we will never know this for 

sure.52 In other cases, such as at Manastirine, the epitaphs were found in their original position but 

the coffins have been emptied and no skeletons were found inside.53 Nonetheless, even if we cannot 

directly connect the epigraphic and the skeletal data,54 still it is very interesting to be aware of the 

contrasting commemoration strategies expressed by these two types of evidence: the first suggests 

that only few and prestigious individuals were made visible in death, while the second makes it 

clear that in practice graves contained several individuals placed in subsequent phases. Their burial 

remained invisible and anonym on the surface, however their relatives and the community 

frequenting the church were well aware of their presence underneath.   

Opposite to the above mentioned ninth century prohibitions, archaeological data clearly testify 

to the continuous reopening of graves and tampering with skeletons to create places for new 

individuals.  

Considering in more detail multiple graves deposited inside and outside the churches, the 

sample I have collected indicates that in most cases they included individuals of mixed sex and age. 

In particular, Figure 9 shows that multiple graves were exclusively of a mixed nature until the end 

of the fifth century. From the sixth century multiple graves containing only male individuals do also 

appear; doubtless at least some of these graves included members of the clergy buried together, 

however they percentage remains quite low. Interestingly from this time on graves including only 
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children are also documented in the sample, while graves including groups of only females are 

totally missing. Unfortunately, we do not know the nature of the relationship among the individuals 

who occupied the same grave. In some cases, like the above mentioned multiple grave found next to 

Saint Severus’s church in Classe, anthropological traits may indicate biological resemblance. More 

accurate information could be offered by genetic analyses. In only one site were mitochondrial-

DNA55 analyses conducted on the skeletons of three multiple graves located beside the external 

walls of the church of S. Caprasio ad Aulla (MS).56 In each grave two individuals were buried: in 

the first an elderly woman and an adult man, in the second an adult male and a child and in the third 

two adults, one male and the other whose sex was not determinable. In none of the cases was it 

possible to prove that the individuals were related from the maternal side. This, however, does not 

exclude they could be related through the male line or that they represented a couple. Moreover, 

recent research has shown that the concept of kinship was broad and flexible, particularly during the 

early Middle Ages; this might have resulted in burials including next of kin as well as larger groups 

of persons connected by different kinds of social links. The ideal of spiritual kinship further 

loosened the conception of blood links in this period, as it will be discussed below. 

This data suggest quite a different picture than the one offered by funerary inscriptions from 

Manastirine and the Italian peninsula, where members of the clergy resulted particularly visible. It 

seems that while there was a significant selection in the way memory was externalized, the 

members of the community frequenting the churches were allowed to reopen the graves and to bury 

the members of the same community or the same kin groups together.  

A large amount of literature has shown that between Antiquity and the early Middle Ages 

smaller churches and chapels were often founded by private aristocrats, and archeologists have in 

several cases recognized the grave of the promoters or funders of the church buried in a privileged 

position inside the cult place.57 Possibly, in later phases their descendants were also buried within 

the same building or even inside the same grave, next to their ancestors.58  
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The data collected and analyzed seem to suggest that family ties disappeared from explicit 

visual commemoration, but they remained an important aspect of memory organization which the 

Christianization of the rituals did not alter. The mourners were, and remained to some degree, the 

promoters of the funeral and the providers of the graves of their dead relatives, with the difference 

that they could no longer act independently.   

Susan Wood observes that starting in the twelfth century the attempts to prohibit payment for 

burials ceased: the pope allowed Christians the possibility of choosing the location but demanded 

payment of a fee.59 In this way, Wood points out, a hierarchy of funeral spaces was started.60 The 

wealthy could pay and choose, while the poor had no possibility of choosing.61 The data that we 

have gathered here would seem to indicate that this practice was already accepted and in use long 

before the twelfth century.  

 

The zealous skeletons, in conclusion  

In spite of the harsh prescriptions promoted by the clergy starting in the seventh century but 

more rigidly from the ninth century, the same ecclesiastical literature offered a solution to the real 

need of reopening the graves and making space for the new corpses of members of the community 

in the existing graves.62 In a providential way, fully packed graves did not need to be emptied to 

leave space for new individuals: upon demand, skeletons could miraculously move aside. As in the 

life of Saint Severus quoted at the beginning of this essay, the miracle of multiple burial is, in fact a 

recurring one. Such a miracle occurred, Gregory the Great tells us, in the monastery of Praeneste. A 

monk of venerable life (vitae venerabilis) had been promised that he would be buried in the same 

grave as the abbot.  However, as there was no space in the grave for the body, one of the attendants 

at the funeral said: ‘Ehi, father, where is what you promised, that this grave will hold both of you?’ 

Upon hearing this voice, the body of the abbot which had been buried before and laid supine, 

moved immediately to the side of the grave, providing an empty space for the body of the monk.63  

Not only clerics, but also worthy couples could lie together inside small graves. Such is the story of 
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Reticius, bishop of Autun, and his wife, narrated by Gregory of Tours. Reticius’ wife, on her 

deathbed, implores her husband that they be placed in the same tomb ‘so that as the love of a single 

chastity preserved them in one bed, it would maintain them in the fellowship of the grave’. So he 

promised it would be so. On the day of his death, after his body was washed and placed on the 

funeral bier, despite their efforts his servants could not move it.  

Then they heard from an old man who said that Reticius had sworn to his wife 

that the space of one tomb would receive them both. At the end of his statement the 

bier was immediately lifted and brought to the tomb. Bishop Reticius regained his 

spirit and addressed his wife. He said: “Remember sweetest spouse, what you had 

asked from me. Now accept your long-awaited brother, to join with undefiled limbs 

those which lust did not defile but true chastity cleansed”.  As he said this, the tomb 

was moved in a marvelous fashion and the bones of the virgin were gathered in one 

place.64  

Similarly, Iniuriousus and Scolastica, a pious and undefiled couple, were at first buried 

separately; but during the night their tombs moved side by side as a proof of their purity.65         

Even if a great emphasis was put on purity and devotion, still the couple or the nuclear family 

is at the center of concern regarding burial and body disposal. Albeit spiritual kinship was promoted 

by Christianity as a form of parenthood superior to the biological one, nonetheless the two forms 

seem to coincide and coexist in these examples.66 Blood parenthood was still an important link in 

the funerary context, however it could be enriched and sublimated by the chaste behavior of its 

members and this was the key to gaining important burial positions within churches and, by 

extension, in Heaven. Kinship could guarantee to its members burial in the same grave in 

prestigious places, but this was in the name of something superior to just their parental link. The 

lack of explicit allusions to family bonds in the epitaphs, so carefully expressed during Roman 

times, can be interpreted in this light. Blood kin, or whatever group, could potentially be spiritual 

and, as such, deserving to rest in the same grave in prestigious places. The data investigated here 
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seem to confirm what has already been observed by other scholars, that the concept of spiritual 

kinship was not in real competition with that of the biological one, but rather, the two could 

complement each other.67 Anita Guerreau Jalabert has shown that during the early Middle Ages the 

clergy used and transformed the vocabulary of kinship also to describe the spiritual bond, 

elaborating as a result a flexible interpretation of parenthood, in which the spirituality was 

‘superimposed on the bond of real kinship, and absorbed it’.68 In the same way as words, also the 

semantics of graves seem to have become more fluid in representing social links. In fact, burials 

were filled with bodies linked by different kinds of relationships, which could symbolize multi-

layered connections. At the top stood the chaste and spiritual bond which absorbed and thus 

enhanced the more material kinds of social or biological links.   

In this framework, the attempts at limiting hereditary burial places had the effect of increasing 

the role of the clergy in deciding about burial places without limiting the possibility for kin groups, 

particularly wealthy ones, to guarantee special burial places for themselves and their relatives. 

These could be achieved through exemplary behavior, expressed materially by alms and donations. 

In this way commemoration display and exploit become complex and multi-layered. Each 

individual could enter a grave, not only as member of his/her kinship but also and mostly as a 

member of a spiritual community, which in reverse was constructed on the network of social 

connections of its members and by extension on their kinship. Thus, commemoration become 

imbedded with new ideals which were explicitly manifested on the surface of churches, 

nonetheless, the older mechanisms of social practice were on stage underneath. Hence, as the 

literature suggests, pure and chaste couples deserved to be buried together, in spite of the 

prohibitions of moving and rearranging bones and burials and, in fact, the excavated graves are full 

of “miraculously” rearranged skeletons.  
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Epitaphs and kinship in Aquileia. Percentage of individuals commemorated singularly and 

with other kinship members, between the first and the second century A.D. The graph includes data related 

to 319 individuals. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Epitaphs and kinship in Aquileia. Percentage of individuals commemorated as single and  

with other kinship members between the third and the fourth century A.D. The graph includes data related to 

67 individuals, commemorated in this period. 
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Figure 3: Epithaphs and kinship in Manastirine (Salona) between the 4th and the mid 5th centuries. 

The graph includes the percentages related to 157 individuals commemorated in this chronological 

phase. 

 

Figure 4: Reconstruction of the burial area of Manastirine. fourth century chapels (from II to XI in 

the map) developed around a central area a, where martyrs’ and bishops’ graves were deposited. 

Later on the basilica was superimposed on them around the middle of the fifth century (source: 

Duval and Marin, 2000, Fig. 246). 
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Figure 5: Epithaphs and kinship in Manastirine (Salona) between the the mid fifth  and the end of 

the sixth centuries. The graph includes the percentages of individuals related to 57 individuals 

commemorated in this chronological phase. 

 

 

Figure 6: percentage of epitaphs commemorating laity and clergy, found inside and outside the 

fourth century Christian cult area and inside and outside the basilica built around the middle of the 

fifth century and in use until the end of the sixth century. 



22 

 

 

Figure 7: number of epitaphs dedicated to males, females, children and juveniles found in different 

sites in Italy, between the fifth and the nineth centuries. 

 

 

Figure 8: Mean number of graves and of buried individuals excavated inside a sample of  

churches dated from the fifth to the eleventh century. 
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Figure 9: sex of the individuals buried in multiple graves from the fourth to the eleventh 

century. C: children, F: female, M: male, M+F+C: male, female and children. 
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