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Old Bones, New Clues at Westminster Abbey

A reused Roman stone coffin may reveal the identity of a medieval church leader after

150 years of questions.

An ancient stone coffin with a carved cross sits under museum lights beside archaeology tools.

An old mystery at Westminster Abbey in Lon-
don may finally have a strong answer. Ac-
cording to reporting by Live Science, Westmin-
ster Abbey’s consulting archaeologist says a
skeleton found inside a reused Roman-era sar-
cophagus was probably a medieval abbot. A sar-
cophagus is a stone coffin, and an abbot is the
leader of a monastery, a religious community
where monks live and work.

The coffin was first uncovered in 1869 by West-
minster’s chief mason. Westminster Abbey is a
famous church where many important people in
British history are buried or honored. The
strange part was that the coffin seemed to be-
long to two different times. Its base had a fourth-
century Roman funeral inscription in Latin, the
language used by ancient Rome. But the lid had a
large 11th-century Anglo-Saxon cross carved in-
to it. Anglo-Saxon refers to people and culture in
England before the Norman Conquest of 1066.

For nearly 150 years, experts knew the tomb
had been looted, meaning someone had stolen
things from it, and they thought no bones were
left. Then, in 2016, the coffin was opened for
conservation, which means careful work to pro-

tect and study an old object. Inside was a full
skeleton, though the bones had been disturbed.
Some arm and leg bones were mixed up, and the
skull had been damaged in the past.

The bones gave researchers new clues. A bioar-
chaeologist, a scientist who studies human re-
mains from the past, reported that the person
was male, middle-aged, and of average height.
The bones showed signs of osteoarthritis, a joint
disease that can cause pain and stiffness, as well
as two healed rib injuries and gout, a painful joint
condition. Scientists also carbon-dated the
bones. Carbon dating is a method that estimates
age by measuring a form of carbon left in once-
living things. The test placed the bones between
987 and 1052.

That date range matters because it fits the time
when Westminster had abbots who could have
been buried there. The archaeologist, Warwick
Rodwell, compared the dates with known abbots
of Westminster and narrowed the possible iden-
tities to three men: Wulfsige, £lfwig, and
Wulfnoth. Wulfsige later became a bishop some-
where else, so he was probably not buried at
Westminster. That leaves &Elfwig and Wulfnoth as
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stronger possibilities. Rodwell suggested Alfwig
may be the better fit because he had already
been a monk at Westminster.

The case is not completely closed. There were
no grave goods, which are objects buried with a
person, because they may have been stolen long
ago. Experts also do not know why an important
medieval church leader would be buried in a cof-
fin first made for a Roman man named Valerius
Amandinus. The Roman inscription says it was
made in memory of him by two people described
as his sons. Rodwell noted that reusing a Roman
coffin this way is extremely unusual.

Written from reporting by Live Science.

That uncertainty is part of why the story matters.
In social studies, a single artifact can be like a
primary source, a piece of evidence from the
time being studied. In science, evidence has to
be tested, compared, and sometimes ques-
tioned. This one coffin brings together art, lan-
guage, religion, chemistry, and human bones. It
shows that history is not only a list of dates.
Sometimes it is a puzzle, and the best answer is
the one that fits the most evidence while admit-
ting what is still unknown.

THINK IT THROUGH

1. When evidence points to a likely answer but not a certain one, how should museums or

historians explain that to the public?

A strong answer: A strong answer should balance clear storytelling with honesty about uncertainty and missing

evidence.

2. Which kind of evidence in this case seems most important: the carved symbols, the written
inscription, the carbon dating, or the location of the burial? Defend your choice.

A strong answer: A strong answer should compare different kinds of evidence and explain why one carries more

weight.

3. What are the benefits and risks of opening and studying old burials, even when the goal is to

learn history?

A strong answer: A strong answer should consider knowledge gained, respect for the dead, preservation, and cultural

or religious concerns.
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Old Bones, New Clues at Westminster Abbey
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Old Bones, New Clues at Westminster Abbey

10

ACROSS DOWN

4 Ceremony honoring and burying Box used to bury a dead body
someone who died Body's framework of bones

7 Related to Eun.'ope's era between ancient Language of ancient Rome and later
and modern times religious writings

8  Scientific method for estimating an Facts or objects that support an idea
object's age

_ ] Element in living things used to estimate

9 Home where monks live, worship, and remains' age
work

10 Human-made object from the past
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Old Bones, New Clues at Westminster Abbey — answer key
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Old Bones, New Clues at Westminster Abbey — answer key
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ACROSS DOWN

4 Ceremony honoring and burying 1 Box used to bury a dead body
someone who died 2 Body's framework of bones

7 Related to Eur.'ope's era between ancient 3 Language of ancient Rome and later
and modern times religious writings

8  Scientific method for estimating an 5  Facts or objects that support an idea
object's age

_ ] 6  Element in living things used to estimate

9 Home where monks live, worship, and remains' age
work

10 Human-made object from the past
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

Live Science
“Case of mysterious medieval skeleton buried in Roman-era sarcophagus at Westminster Abbey finally

solved”
Published Tuesday, October 20, 2026
Read by us on Wednesday, October 21, 2026

https://www.livescience.com/archaeology/case-of-mysterious-medieval-skeleton-buried-in-roman-era-sarcophagus-at-westmi
nster-abbey-finally-solved

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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