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ABSTRACT: The archeological site of Natfa is a rural
late-antiquity site in northern Jordan. The tomb typology
points to two social ranks: the public compared to the
few elites who might have controlled wealth allocation.
The people died at young ages (under 35 years of age).

The 3rd century AD was a turning point in late antiq-
uity as the Roman Empire collapsed economically due
to military invasions by Germanic tribesmen, civil wars,
and plague. As a result, the military remained unfunded,
and emperors confiscated goods, imposed heavy taxes,
and exacted forced labor to overcome the crises. The
accumulation of factors resulted in economic havoc and
famine (Jones, 1964). The third century crises and weak-
ness of the Roman Empire lessened its authority in the
east, where turmoil and instability would have occurred.
Many of the people in the east Empire were pushed into
marginal lands away from cities to seek their livelihoods
in food production.

During this time, the majority of people lived in
small rural sites that became economically indepen-
dent. Economic prosperity was obvious in many rural
sites in Jordan and the region (Kingsley and Decker,
2001; Mango, 1980; Parker, 1999; Ward-Perkins, 2000a,b;
Watson, 2001). This prosperity included wine trade, the
import of skilled craftsmen, and the building of fancy
tombs.

The present study reviews the tomb architecture and
the human skeletons at Natfa in northern Jordan. The
site is located 4 km west of the city of Irbid on a fer-
tile landscape with a varied terrain, where the elevation
ranges from 620 to about 695 m above sea level. Cem-
eteries were found on the steep slopes of two opposing
mountains at an elevation of about 650 m. The site was
excavated jointly by Yarmouk University and the Uni-
versity of Arkansas starting in the summer of 2005. This
is a rural late antiquity site in the north of Jordan. Succes-
sive excavations have revealed tombs, artifacts, cisterns,
and archeological structures.

There are 39 excavated tombs at the site, and all
are horizontal shaft tombs with or without an arched
entrance sometimes leading to loculi (Fig. 1) except for
tomb 21 that is a horizontal chamber tomb with radiat-
ing loculi (Fig. 2). There is evidence of tomb robbing both
in antiquity and in modern times. The recovered bones

There seems to be reliance on hard food particles rich
in carbohydrates, which increased the occurrence of
interproximal caries. A few oblique dental caries are
reported, probably caused by using teeth as tools. Dental
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were commingled except for 5 individuals.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Due to the nature of the bones, we were able to sex 9
skeletons using the standards of Buikstra and Ubelaker
(1994); 4 were female and 5 male. Seven of the burials
could be aged, with a range of from 7 to 35 years. None
of these human remains show any paleopathological
lesion except for an osteophytosis in one lumbar ver-
tebra.

Fig. 1. A horizontal shaft tomb from Natfa with an
arched entrance.

Correspondence to: Abdulla Al-Shorman, Department of
Anthropology, Faculty of Archaeology and Anthropology,
Yarmouk University, Irbid, Jordan.

E-mail: alshorman@yu.edu.jo



BIOLOGY OF NATFA PEOPLE 19

The examined teeth showed marked hypoplasia on
most of the anterior teeth (Fig. 4). The average dental
wear score for the anterior teeth is 6 (namely, large den-
tine area with enamel rim lost on one side), and average
dental wear on the posterior teeth is 23 (moderate den-
tine exposure). The few recovered teeth show only
interproximal caries in an advanced stage of wear (i.e.,
exposed pulp cavities).

A few cases of oblique dental wear were recorded,
where enamel was lost obliquely down to the labial and
buccal root cervix (Fig. 5).

Excluding tomb 21, the tomb typology at the site
of Natfa was simple (horizontal shafts) and did not
required extensive energy expenditure for construction.
According to Binford (1971) and Tainter (1975) greater
energy expenditure in tomb construction (and tomb
complexity) corresponds to higher social rank of the
deceased. This probably means that the horizontal shaft
tombs were constructed for the public, while tomb 21
was for elites.

Based on the biological data extracted from the skel-
etal remains and teeth, the diet of the people of Natfa
was moderately hard as the average score of dental wear
for the posterior teeth is moderate. This type of wear
has been associated with abrasive diets of a vegetable
type rich in carbohydrates, mostly cereals. Consider-
able amounts of cereals and legumes were present in
the diets of the Mediterranean region during the Roman
period (Prowse et al., 2004; Garnsey, 1999), which exten-
sively wear the enamel.

The interproximal caries are explained by dental
wear; in groups whose nutrition is based on foods that
abrade grinding surfaces, higher frequencies of inter-
proximal caries are recorded (Calglar et al., 2007) because
the wear removes food particles and bacteria.

Although the number of recorded oblique dental
wear is few, it stresses the use of teeth as tools. Oblique
dental wear is noticed in societies who used their teeth
in nonalimentary activities such as tooth-tool use and
the use of teeth as a third hand (Minozzi et al., 2003),
including leather processing by Eskimos (Merbs, 1983),

Fig. 3. The moderate dental wear on the posterior
teeth.

sinew processing by Australian aboriginals (Brown and
Molnar, 1990), basket production by Native American
Paiute (Wheat, 1967), and weaving by the Byzantines in
Khirbit Yajuz, Jordan (Al-Shorman and Khalil, 2006).

CONCLUSIONS

The late Roman people of Natfa experienced envi-
ronmental stresses. They died at young ages, evidently
by around 35 years. As their skeletal remains were
healthy, nothing could be inferred about the cause of
death. The society was stratified into wealthy and poor.
Rural sites such as Natfa may have established their eco-
nomic independence at the expense of quality of life.
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Fig. 4. Marked hypoplasia on the anterior teeth.

Fig. 5. Oblique dental wear on the upper first
premolar.

Fig. 6. Interproximal caries in a lower third molar.
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