
 

Who was the man in the Mersea Barrow? 
More secrets revealed by latest scientific analysis 

 
During 2014, two analytical procedures were carried out on the Mersea 
bones,  answering many questions about the unknown man whose cremated 
remains were buried at huge cost and labour beneath the Mersea Barrow 
during the 2nd century AD. He probably served in a Roman legion anywhere in 
the Roman empire, but early onset of joint disease led to his retirement, or 
deployment to an official post, on Mersea Island. He was a man of wealth and 
high status whose bones were consumed on a funeral pyre, before being 
washed, placed within the precious glass bowl and anointed with 
frankincense.  Finally, an immense mound was constructed above his tomb, 
concealing his burial for nearly two thousand years. However, unlike two 
examples of Roman tombstones in Colchester, there was no trace of an 
inscription to identify Mersea Man or his homeland.  
 
The Riddle Solved:  
Fortunately, the answer to one of those questions has now been provided by a 
timely collaboration between Colchester Museums and the University of 
Reading. A  team of scientists and archaeologists analysed Roman cremations 
discovered in Colchester and Mersea Island, and in 2021 the results were 
displayed in Colchester Castle Museum in a stunning, award-winning 
exhibition, 'Decoding the Roman Dead’. For the first time, the scientific 
technique of isotope analysis was applied to Roman cremation burials, 
revealing the distant homelands of 15 Romans who happened to die in this 
coastal region of present-day Essex. 
 
The exhibition's most interesting aspect for Mersea Islanders was the 
concluding, spectacular display of the contents of the Mersea Barrow. This 
was described in the accompanying text as 'one of Essex's most exceptional 
Roman burials'. Even more revealing was the final discovery of where Mersea 
Man probably grew up. A fragment of petrous bone, located close to the ear, 
was subjected to strontium isotope analysis. Results revealed that 'the 
individual may have spent their early years in areas of western Germany or 
southern Gaul' (south-west Belgium). This border area was the home of two 
Gallic tribes, the Treveri and Tungri, who both constructed burial mounds very 
similar to the Mersea Barrow. 

When Samuel Hazzledine Warren excavated the Mersea Barrow in 1912, he 
was convinced that it had not been erected by Romans, since 'barrow-building 
was not a Roman custom'.  However, the Roman Empire encompassed people 
from far flung regions including Syria, Libya, Bulgaria and Britain. Veterans of 
the Roman army from across the empire served far from their homelands and 
were granted Roman citizenship on retirement. The great success of Rome 
was to integrate this diversity of peoples within one dominant power. When 
Mersea Man arrived in Britain, he brought with him burial customs from his 
birthplace on the borders of Germany and Belgium, but the values and culture 
of an elite citizen of the Roman empire.  
 

 
 

   
 
The Mersea Barrow, a landmark for nearly two millennia, still commemorates 
the man once buried deep beneath, in a tomb intended to be sealed and 
preserved for eternity. The bones once concealed within, no longer unknown, 
have given up most of their secrets. Mersea Man, first discovered over a 
century ago, may have no name. But expert human knowledge, and  the fast-
developing technical skills of the last two decades, have revealed much more 
than originally known about his origins and life experiences.  
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[Left]  The Mersea Barrow  
 (MM ID LH53_026).  
[Below] The tumulus of 
Koninksem, Tongeren, Belgium 
 (Wikimedia Commons) 
 


