
RESPONSE by K. Killgrove
to C. Bruun, “Water, oxygen isotopes and immigration to Ostia-Portus”

I read with interest C. Bruun’s re-interpretation of the oxygen isotope results of 
T. Prowse and colleagues from human dental enamel from Portus.1 Bruun raises an excel-
lent point about the need for students of the classical world to engage both hard and soft
data in their discussions of the Roman past; his re-analysis of the conclusions of Prowse et
al. demonstrates that both humanistic and scientific approaches can be taken to the same
data set. For those of us who work in a well-documented era of history, it is important to
debate, challenge and eventually incorporate new information that results from both kinds
of inquiry. I do, nevertheless, have a few comments, made from the perspective of a bioar-
chaeologist engaged in isotopic analysis of human remains from Rome.

Physical anthropology, which, in the United States, incorporates bioarchaeology 
among other subfields, tends towards the scientific. Because of the divergent evolution of 
classics and anthropology in the U.S.A., it is unsurprising that, as Bruun notes, the Ameri-
can Journal of Physical Anthropology is not at the top of any classicist’s list of important pub-
lications, even if it is considered foremost in its own field. In addition, the dearth of skeletal 
populations from Rome available for osteological and chemical analysis means that the 
development of a bioarchaeological research program for the Roman world has lagged 
behind other avenues of archaeological inquiry.2 However, as the recent JRA supplement 
78 (H. Eckardt [ed.], Roman diasporas: archaeological approaches to mobility and diversity in the 
Roman Empire) shows, within recent years producers of hard and soft data have begun to 
work together.3 At the same time, those who deal more often with scientific data and those 
dealing with humanistic data have their own methods and their own language, which can 
lead to misinterpretations on either side of what is too often a divide in academe.

In his second paragraph, Bruun notes that his discussion will address “the way in 
which the dental material was made to yield this conclusion”, namely the suggestion by 
Prowse et al. that migration was a complex phenomenon that involved families. This is a 
somewhat unfairly worded criticism of their study and it implies a dissatisfaction with the 
scientific method. There exists a general theory of migration to Rome (and to Portus) based 
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