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Abstract 

This paper describes the osseal remains of fourteen human individuals discovered near Königsberg 

Cathedral (Kaliningrad, Russia). Data on age at death, stature, diseases and trauma is provided. The 

possible close kinship of several buried is hypothesised. 
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Introduction 

The Königsberg Cathedral, a brick Gothic period building, was built on the Kniephof Island of the 

former capital of eastern Prussia between 1333 and 1380 (Figure 1). It soon became final resting 

place to Albert, Duke of Prussia, and some of his relatives, as well as other dignitaries. At the time 

there was custom to bury individuals of lower rank outside the cathedrals themselves (1). No such 

graves have been preserved until recent times, aside from the grave of the famous German 

philosopher Immanuel Kant, whose remains were removed from the Cathedral in 1880. In 2008 during 

the course of reconstruction work a small area of the medieval cemetery was exposed, north-west of 

the Cathedral (Figure 1). Preliminarily dated to the 15th century, it contained the skeletal fragments of 

fourteen individuals buried according to Christian tradition with the heads pointed to the West. Marshy 

soil, on which the Cathedral was once built, preserved the bones in relatively good condition (Figure 

2). Since research into the biological anthropology of the medieval population of Königsberg is scarce 

if present at all, this report could be considered one of the first steps in this direction. 
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Figure 1 Königsberg Cathedral from the west. White arrow points to the place of excavations. 

 

 

Figure 2 Part of the excavations pit with the skeleton, protruding from the wall (white arrow). 
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Materials and methods 

The subjects of this research were fourteen relatively well preserved human skeletons of varying 

completeness (Figure 3). The fragmentation of some of the skeletons due to the restricted size of the 

excavation pit made the stature determination less precise. This, however, did not affect sex 

determination as the pelvic bones were relatively well preserved in most cases (2, 3). The sex of the 4-

to-6-month-old child was not determined due to the lack of reliable methods. A number of approaches 

were employed in determining the age each individual. Apart from basic methods provided by 

Alekseev (4), some additional techniques were also used (5-15). The most precise data on the age of 

those buried was obtained for individuals with available skulls (16-22). Premature skulls gave even 

further precision in age determination due to the ongoing processes of tooth eruption (23-25). Stature 

estimation was based on a number of methods, provided in the work of Alekseev (4) and later authors 

(26-37). An original computer program “Stature of Buried” (2007), developed at the Physics-Technical 

Faculty of Tver State University, has been used to find an optimal value for the stature of buried 

individuals. 

The skeletons in Figure 3 have been vectorized by the author in Corel Draw 10. Forms for 

vectorization have been generously provided by Thierry Vette (France). 

 
Results and Discussion 

Data on the humans buried near Königsberg Cathedral is summarized in Table 1. Along with initial 

numbers given to burials during the excavations (column "Initial Number") we introduced additional 

ones (column “No”) to count heavily disturbed burials. The red and blue fonts in Table 1 indicate 

possible kinship between corresponding buried. 

Figure 4 shows the distribution of buried individuals according to their age at death. Although it is not 

possible to generalise due to the small sample size, this data can add to our knowledge of population 

demographics in the medieval capital of Eastern Prussia. The buried remains of men outnumber those 

of women – a situation common for medieval and more recent cemeteries studied elsewhere (for 

overview, see 38-40). The situation can locally be related to the proximity of the cathedral where 

clergymen were primarily buried. This can increase the average age at death since it was not unusual 

for clergymen to live longer than for other members of contemporaneous society (41). The height 

estimates (average for men - 168 cm; for women – 157 cm) along with descriptions provided below 

can be used in broader scale anthropological research. 
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Figure 3 Scheme, showing the completeness of skeletons  

(bones available for the study are filled in with black). 
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Burial 1. Skeletal fragments of the four-to-six-month-old child. Extremely fragmentary, the skeleton did 

not allow for even a rough estimate of sex. 

Burial 2. Skeleton of a man aged 35-40 years. The dental system is in relatively good condition with 

only M1sin fallen out during the man’s lifetime (Figure 4A). The presence of dental calculus, especially 

strongly developed on lingual surfaces of mandibular incisors and molars points to insufficient oral 

hygiene. The death of the individual could have resulted from prolonged sepsis in the central part of 

the right ulna (Figure 4B). This sepsis caused by fracture of the mentioned bone prevented it from 

knitting and healing (Figure 4C). 

Burial 3. Skeleton of a man aged 35-40 years. In contrast to the previously described individual’s 

remains, the dental system of this man was in far worse condition. Under a similar degree 

development and distribution of dental calculus, this man had lost I1sin and M3sin during the course of 

his life. P2dex was almost completely destroyed by caries. The inflammation caused by this caries led 

to the resorption of the maxillary alveolar bone in the region of the anterior root of M1dex (Figure 5). 

Burial 4. Neurocranium and bones of left arm belonging to 23-to-25-year-old man. The occipital bone 

has pronounced asymmetry, with its left part best developed (Figure 6A). 

Burial 5. Fragmentary skeleton of a man aged 40-45 years. This is the tallest individual in the sample. 

Burial 6. Skeleton of a child aged 7-8 years. The length of the clavicle shows that it was most probably 

a boy. Initial caries was discovered on the buccal surfaces of both mandibular permanent first molars 

(Figure 7). 

Burial 7. Skeleton of a woman aged 60-70 years. She had lost all the molars during her life, except 

one, M1dex (Figure 8). Her skull has a shallow impression going along the sagittal suture (Figure 9A). 

There are almost no traces of profound osteochondrosis, which is quite rare for an individual of this 

age. 

Burial 8. Unusually robust skeleton of a 28-to-32-year-old woman. The crowns of M1dex et sin and 

P2sin were destroyed by caries. 

Burial 9. Skeleton of 50-55 years old man. Although all the teeth were present, the high degree of 

tartar development and alveolar bone changes due to periodontitis indicates insufficient dental 

hygiene. The first sacral vertebra of the individual is unusually tilted backwards. His tibiae bear traces 

of osteogranulomatosis, best developed on the left tibia (Figure 11). This disease might have been the 

cause of death. 

Burial 10. Skeleton of an old woman aged 60-65 years. Normally lacking wisdom teeth, which is not 

unusual for women (42), during her life she lost M1dex et sin and (M1P2) dex. There is a shallow 

impression going along the sagittal fissure similar to that found in woman from the Burial 7 (Figure 9B). 

Besides the moderately developed osteophytes in lumbar region of the vertebral column, she had 

osseal abnormalities in the region of the femoral head of the right femur (Figure 12A). This impaired 

movement of the right leg. 

Burial 11. Skeleton of a man aged 35-40 years. The full set of teeth is present, although dental 

calculus and periodontitis (Figure 13) betray insufficient dental hygiene, as in previously described 

cases. The occipital bone of the individual has similar asymmetry to that observed in the individual 
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from Burial 4 (Figure 6B). The tenth and twelfth vertebrae of the thoracic region bare pronounced 

osteophytes. The degree of their development is most probably related to trauma, which caused the 

compression of the body of the last thoracic vertebra (Figure 12B). 

Burial 12. Some limb bones of the 30-35 year-old man. 

Burial 13. Fragment of skull of the 7-19 year-old girl. 

Burial 14. Fragment of skull of the 55-65 year-old man (?). 

 

Table 1 Data on individuals buried near Königsberg Cathedral. 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 4 Distribution of buried according to age categories. 
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Figure 5 Skull (A) and right ulna (B, C) of the man aged 35-40 years from Burial 2. Note the absence 

of M1sin (white arrow) and the sepsis occuring upon fracture of the ulna, which prevented parts of this 

bone from knitting. 

 

 

Figure 6 Skull of the man aged35-40 years from Burial 3. Note M3sin had fallen out during this man’s 

lifetime (A: white arrow) and P2dex crown of which had been destroyed by caries (B). 
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Figure 7 Similar neurocranial asymmetry suggests kinship between the man aged 23-25 years from 

Burial 4 (A) and the man aged35-40 years fromBurial 11 (B). 

 

 

Figure 8 Caries on the buccal surface of the first left permanent molar of a boy aged7-8 years. 
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Figure 9 Skull of a 60-70-year-old woman. Note the absence of molars and resorption of the 

corresponding alveolar bone. 

 

 

Figure 10 Neurocrania of two women from Burial 7 (A) and Burial 10 (B) showing similar impressions 

along the sagittal fissure (black arrows), suggesting the kinship between the buried. 



    Z i n o v i e v                                                  O R I G I N A L  S C I E N T I F I C  P A P E R  

    Bull Int Assoc Paleodont. Volume 3, Number 2, 2009  

 23 

 

 

Figure 11 Tibiae and fibulae of a man aged 50-55 years with traces of osteogranulomatosis. 

 

 

Figure 12 Osteophytes on the caput femoris of the right femur belonging to a woman aged 60-65 

years(A) and the thoracic vertebrae of a man aged 35-45 years (B) (the body of the left vertebra is 

compressed due to trauma). 
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Figure 13 Dental calculus and periodontitis on the lower jaw of the man from Burial 11. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the very small size of the sample, it still shows that: 

1. Despite the development of dental calculus which increased with the age, caries was not quite 

common among those buried near the Cathedral (in comparison with data in 43). This points to the 

presence of certain dental hygiene, although insufficient. 

2. The presence of similar morphological cranial traits in some individuals might reveal their close 

kinship. 

3. The obtained data should be extrapolated with care, keeping in mind possible peculiarities related 

to the social status of buried near the Cathedral. 
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