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Nowadays, malignant tumours (or neoplasms) figure among the leading causes of mortality 

worldwide, being responsible for over 8 million deaths in 2012 (World Health Organization, 

2015). However, tracing the natural history and evolution of tumours, as well as their 

manifestations, typology and prevalence along the human history is a challenging endeavour. 

In fact, we don’t know much about the history of oncological diseases, neither if these 

conditions are characteristic of modernity. Through the analysis of human skeletal remains, 

paleopathologists try to understand how these conditions affected past human societies and 

how the variability in cultural practices and social organization influenced tumour prevalence 

in remote times. However, even if the skeletal system is a frequent site of tumour spread, 

particularly for secondary tumours (metastases), there is some difficulty in recognizing these 

ailments when studying ancient remains. Often the bones are destroyed and the lesions are 

difficult to detect, some other times it is difficult to establish a secure diagnosis since other 

diseases can have similar manifestations. Moreover, the skeletal manifestation of tumours in 

paleopathology has been scarcely investigated. Thus, the motivation of my research was to 

seek some answers to the question: how precise is the paleopathological diagnosis of 

malignant neoplasms? I’ve studied skeletons from the Portuguese reference collections 

(19th-20th century). These collections have records of cause of death, sex and age at death 

associated to each skeleton, allowing the development of paleopathological methodologies. 

By studying the skeletons of individuals deceased by malignant tumours, I could notice that 

malignant neoplasms, particularly metastases, frequently leave their marks on bones. 
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However these marks are often tenuous and can be overlooked or misdiagnosed. The detailed 

analysis of the lesions also allowed further improvements on the paleopathological diagnosis 

of these conditions.  

 

Research on this topic has the potential to increased identification of other cases on the 

archaeological record, sharpening the portrayal of these conditions and their historical roots, 

but can also assist on the modern concepts of cancer and help clinicians to be aware of early 

lesions that are often missed on the radiological exams. 
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