
134 INTRODUCING ARCHAEOLOGY

DETERMINING AGE AT DEATH

It is difficult to determine precisely how old an individual was when he or she died 
based solely on skeletal remains. Instead, individuals are usually classified into general 
age categories. While there is no standard, the basic categories are fetal (before birth), 
infant (0–3 years), child (3–12), adolescent (12–17), young adult (18–30), middle 
adult (30–50), and old adult (over 50).

Determining age at death includes examining both bones and dentition. Bone 
analysis focuses on closure of individual bones and bone parts of both the cranial and 
post-cranial skeleton. Dental analysis examines both tooth eruption and tooth wear.

The analysis of cranial bones looks at those of the top part of the skull, known 
as the cranial vault. The main bones of the cranial vault are separate at birth but 
gradually fuse together during a person’s lifetime. The places where the bones come 
together are known as cranial sutures. By looking at the degree of closure and ulti-
mate fusion at the sutures, archaeologists are able to estimate age. Typically, the 
bones of adolescents and young adults are interlocked like a jigsaw puzzle, but they 
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