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Introduction

In May of 2015, with the support of the 
Research and Travel Scholarship from 
the University at Buffalo’s Institute for 
European and Mediterranean Archaeology 
(IEMA), data was collected from an 
archaeological collection in Timişoara, 
Romania. This report details the activities 
funded by this grant, discusses some 
preliminary results, and details future 
research and analyses.

Located on the western coast of Romania, 
Timişoara is a city with a diverse 
background, sharing much of its history 
with the adjacent Hungarian lands.  In 
the 16th century, the Ottoman Empire’s 
expansion into southeastern and central 
Europe resulted in the takeover and 
transformation of many cities, including 
Timişoara as well as Belgrade, Buda, and 
other geopolitically important places.1 
These cities soon became important 
Ottoman defense centers heavily invested 
in by the new leadership. Transformed into 
the Pashalik of Temesvár, this fortress city 
located on the eastern edge of the European 
Ottoman lands became an important part 
of a ring of defense fortifications, and 
would remain so for more than a century 
and a half.

In 2006 and again from 2013 to 2014, a 
large number of human skeletal remains 
threatened by construction were excavated 
by the Banat Museum of Timişoara (Muzeul 
Banatului Timişoara), brought up from two 
sections of a historic cemetery under the 
city streets.2 These individuals, found next 
to the remnants of a mosque, were members 
of the Ottoman Muslim community 

that was settled in Timişoara in the 16th 
and 17th centuries. A bioarchaeological 
investigation of these remains is allowing 
for the study of a dynamic period in this 
city’s history. The 2015 data trip supported 
by the IEMA Research and Travel 
Scholarship had three foci: the collection of 
craniometric measurements, the recording 
of preliminary pathological data, and the 
procurement of samples for a strontium 
isotope analysis.

Collection of Craniometric Data

Biodistance, or the analysis of metric and 
non-metric variation expressed in human 
skeletal material, is a non-destructive 
method that allows researchers to study 
questions of identity and group affinity. 
The use of these data are based on the 
understanding that groups of people who 
are more closely related will share more 
biological attributes,3  allowing for analyses 
of certain traits expressed skeletally to be 
proxies for genetic data. Metric traits are 
measurable characteristics of the human 
skeleton driven by neutral evolution and 
predominately indicative of population 
history.4 Measurements taken from the 
human skull are the most useful and 
common metrics taken in biodistance 
analyses since post-cranial elements are 
more susceptible to remodeling and 
functional modification5 and thus less 
informative on biological relatedness. This 
established methodology is being utilized 
to explore questions of identity in the 
Timişoara skeletal series.

Using standard craniometric measurements 
based on Howells’ measurements, a 
commonly used reference standard,6  
thirty-eight measurements were obtained 
from 28 adult crania in the Timişoara 
skeletal series (Fig. 1; Table 1). This 
craniometric data set is currently being 
analyzed in collaboration with Dr. Noreen 
von Cramon-Taubadel, Director of the 
Buffalo Human Evolutionary Morphology 
Lab.
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Figure 1: An example of a 
craniometric measurement taken 
on a skull in the Timişoara 
skeletal series. Photo by K. G. 
Allen.

Table 1: Measurements obtained for biodistance analysis
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in this preliminary investigation included 
traumatic injury to the head (Fig. 2), 
enamel hypoplasias in the dentition (Fig. 
3) and porotic hyperostosis/cribra orbitalia 
manifestations (Fig. 4). 

Trauma was not an unexpected pathology 
in this skeletal series, as many of these 
individuals were probably active members 
of the Ottoman military forces stationed 
in Timişoara. Historical accounts tell us 
that following the initial takeover of the 
city, Timişoara and the greater region 
remained an arena for battle and warfare 
for most of the occupation period.7 In this 
context, interpersonal conflict resulting in 
permanent injuries on skeletal elements 
would likely not have been uncommon. 
In the 32 crania that were examined, six 
possible traumatic injuries to the cranial 
vaults of adult individuals were noted. 
Four individuals had healed blunt force 
traumas on the right side of their frontal 
bones. Additionally, two possible sharp 
force traumas on two separate crania were 
noted, one also located on the right side of 
the frontal bone in a similar position as the 
healed blunt forces injuries, and one on the 
side of the head, located on the left parietal 
bone. This last trauma was unique not only 
in location, but also in the fact that it was 
the only one of these five manifestations 
that occurred on a female skull.

Preliminary Pathology Investigation

In addition to the collection of 
craniometric measurements for the 
purpose of a biodistance analysis, 
preliminary pathological data was 
collected during this trip. While obtaining 
measurements, pathological assaults on the 
crania were recorded and photographed. 
The most common forms of pathology 

Figure 2: Head trauma on a probable male skull in the 
Timişoara skeletal series. Photo by K. G. Allen.

Figure 3: Linear 
enamel hypoplasias on 
the upper left canine 
of a probable female in 
the Timişoara skeletal 
series. Photo by K. G. 
Allen.


