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INTRODUCTION  
 

Stable isotope analysis is a tool widely used in the reconstruction of past    

human ways of life, as, for example, dietary patterns, migration,           

breastfeeding and weaning strategies, socioeconomic and cultural factors       

(e.g. sex and age group).  

According to medieval historical sources, the Portuguese diet was          

composed by staple cereals and wine, supplemented with meat, aquatic    

resources and vegetables [1]. Cultural medieval structure facilitated access 

to food products while also promoting social disparities [2]. 

During the Christian Medieval period, Santarém was considered one of the 

most important cities due to the presence of the royal family and to its    

strategic and geographical location near Tejo River [3]. The archaeological 

excavation carried out at the Necropolis of Rua dos Barcos, located in       

Ribeira de Santarém (Santarém), uncovered 147 human skeletons [4,5]. The 

burial ritual and, the historical and archaeological context suggest a     

Christian occupation of the site [3,4,5].   

   

MATERIALS & METHODS 

RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

Three human samples were excluded due to results outside the acceptable range for the collagen quality parameters established — 1 juvenile unknown,              

1 adolescent female and 1 adult female. Therefore, the following results schematized into graphics comprise 33 human and 10 faunal samples.    

CONCLUSION 
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OBJECTIVES 

MALE 

4 adolescents 

6 adults 

 

This study explores diet and possible sex and age-at-death differences of a 

medieval skeletal sample from the Necropolis of Rua dos Barcos, Ribeira 

de Santarém in Santarém. 

Bone samples were retrieved from 36 human skeletal remains from the       

Necropolis of Rua dos Barcos. Bone collagen extraction was performed        

according to an adaptation of the method proposed by Longin (1971) [6]. To 

establish a local animal baseline of Santarém, 10 faunal remains were         

sampled. Carbon (δ13C) and nitrogen (δ15N) isotope ratios were measured in 

an Elemental Analyser coupled to an isotope-ratio mass spectrometer          

(EA-IRMS) via a Conflo IV interface, housed at HERCULES Laboratory of the 

University of Évora. 

FEMALE 

4 adolescents 

6 adults 

UNKNOWN 

1 fetus 

1 neonatal 

5 infants 

2 children 

2 juveniles 

4 adolescents 

The present study represents the first isotopic approach performed in a medieval osteological sample from Ribeira de Santarém, allowing to enhance our 

knowledge of ancient dietary practices. Further investigation exploring dietary habits is extremely relevant to understand the factors related to              

differentiation in food access.  

Figure 1  -  Scatter plot of δ13C and δ15N values of children, juvenile, adolescents and adults from the Necropolis of Rua dos  

Barcos. δ13C and δ15N of faunal remains are also represented including mean values and standard deviations. 

 

Figure 2 -  Scatter plot of δ15N values of non-adults (fetus, neonatal and infancy) from the Necropolis of Rua dos 

Barcos. Mean value of δ15N and standard deviation of adult females is also represented. 

δ13C and δ15N values of faunal remains indicate a diet mainly composed by C3 plants. 

δ13C and δ15N values of human individuals (Figure 1) are in agreement with historical sources, suggesting that diet was predominately based on terrestrial 

protein.  

δ15N values for infants were higher and significantly different (p<0.05) when comparing with other age-at-death groups, which may be due to                  

breastfeeding.  

Variability observed in the diet of human individuals could be related to social status, cultural aspects or mobility. 

With the exception of one infant, the expected increment of δ15N values (Figure 2) for exclusive breastfeeding is not observed, which could be related to 

health, precarious living conditions or cultural practices.  
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BREASTFEEDING ? 
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