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DearProfessorPalmer

WORKING GROUPON HUMAN REMAINS

Thankyou for offeringmetheopportunityto makea submissionto yourgroup. As

requestedI havealsocirculatedyourannouncementwithin theMuseumof London.
TheMuseumholdsaverylargenumberofhumanskeletons,probablysomewherein the
regionof 18,000atpresent.Thesearealmostall fromcontrolledarchaeological
excavationsin GreaterLondon,theirexhumationcoveredby homeoffice licence.These
skeletonsform partoftheLondonArchaeologicalArchive,animmenseresearchresource
into London’searlyhistory. As museumprofessionalsweareobviouslyawareof the
sensibilitiesinvolvedin thepropercurationofhumanremains,howeverthe
circumstancesofourowncollectionsmeanthattherehavebeenveryfewcaseswhereits
statushasbeenquestioned.

At a personallevel I havebeensomewhatconcernedatsomeof theviewswhichhave
beenexpressedabouttherepatriationofhumanremainswhentheyhavebeenusedin an
unqualifiedwayto coverall humanremains,ratherthanspecificcircumstances.I have
triedto articulatetheseconcernsin anarticlethatis to bepublishedin thejournal‘Public
Archaeology’andI encloseacopyof this, whichmaybeof interest.ThemainconclusionI
try anddrawin this is thattheethicalviewswhich it is veryrightto considerwhen
dealingwith humanremainsmustberelevantto theparticularcircumstances- thereis
no, andwifi beno, ‘catchall’ codeof ethics.

I wishyou well inyourdeliberationsandwould beveryhappyto helpthegroupfurther
if it would beuseful.

Yourssincerely

HedleySwain
Headof Department
EarlyLondonHistoryandCollections

Enc
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The Ethics of Displaying Human Remainsfrom British

ArchaeologicalSites

HedleySwain,MuseumofLondon

TherecentrevelationsaboutAlder Heyhospitalandthe retentionofchildren’sorgans
includedmanyheartrendingstories.In oneexampletheorgans(brain,heartand
lungs)were returnedto parents,manyyearsaftertheyhadburiedwhattheyhad
thoughtto beawhole deadchild. A newceremonywasheld in whichtheorganswere
interrednextto thechild’s body. Thesurvivingchildrenofthecoupleput teddybears
in thegraveaspartoftheceremony.As aparentofyoungchildrenI couldfeel the
burninghurt thatmusthaveafflictedthoseparents.But equallyI couldfind no
referencepointsin establishedbeliefsystemsfor why andwhat theseparentswere
doing.For methisvery sadstoryhighlightedthecomplexityofbeliefswith which we
muststrugglewhenwecometo considermodernBritish attitudesto physicalhuman
remainsafterdeath.Beôauseweareofferedno hard-andfastrulesby societyin
generalwe fall backona culturalpick-and-mixof borrowedideasandhalf forgotten
taboos.

No onewouldquestionthat amuseumcuratorwho displayedin a glasscasethe
remainsofa child who hadonlyjust diedwouldbedeemedmorallyrepugnant.And
yetin 1998whentheMuseumofLondondisplayedtheskeletalremainsofamedieval
motherandchild bothofwhomhaddiedduring thechild’s birthno commentwas
madeat all. If thesetwo areseenastheextremesofa singlethread,or at least
somewherealonga singlethread,whereis thedividing line?Wheredo wecrossfrom
acceptabilityto unacceptability,andwhy?

BetweenOctober27th 1998andFebruary21~ 1999 theMuseumofLondonstaged
theexhibitionLondonBodies(Werner1998, SwainandWerner1998, Museumof
London 1999).TheexhibitiontracedhowtheappearanceofLondonershaschanged
sinceprehistorictimes, with the centralfeaturea seriesofskeletonspresentedbelow
Perspexcovers,laid out in marbledustonmortuarytrolleys. The exhibitionshowed
howarchaeologicalevidencefrom humanburialscouldsupplementhistorical
evidenceandtell thestory ofourancestors’changingshapes.It drewupontheunique
collectionofhumanskeletonswithin theMuseum’sarchaeologicalarchive,andon
thedetailedanalysisthat is currentlytakingplaceon this materialby Museumof
Londonspecialists.Apart from thecompleteskeletonsanumberofotherhuman
boneswerefeaturedto illustratespecificmedicalconditions,includingthemotherand
child mentionedabove.

It hasbeenestimatedthatbetween1600 and1900 6 million peoplewereburiedin
London.We canaddto this numberanunknownquantitydatingbackto theRoman
foundationoftheCity in aboutAD 50. Througharchaeologicalexcavationabout
18,500oftheseindividuals(12,000comingin the lasttwo yearsfrom asingle
excavation:thecemeteryofthemedievalhospitalof St Mary withoutBishopsgate)
havefoundtheirwayinto the careof theMuseumofLondon.This shouldnot surprise
us; Londonis one ofthemostheavilyexcavatedcities in theworld. This is becauseof



its greatsizeandantiquityandthecontinuingdemandfor developmentin thevery
samecentralareaswheremostearlysettlementtookplace.

As with all majorexhibitions,the designofLondonBodiesbroughttogethera diverse
teamof specialists:osteologists,curators,designers,pressandPRstaffand
conservators.Becausetheexhibitionwasalsolinked to the re-launchof themuseum,
asawhole therewasalsoan arrayofexternalconsultants:exhibitiondesigners,
advertisingconsultants,pressconsultantsandre-brandingconsultants.Manyofthese
individualshadneverdealtwith humanremainsortheassociatedsensibilitiesbefore.
Throughthis complexmorasstheMuseumhadto pick acarefulline on howbestto
safeguardthe interestsofthe otherkeypartof theteam,thehumanskeletonsat the
centreoftheexhibition.

Right from thebeginningtheMuseumgavecarefulthoughtto its motivationsforthe
exhibition,howtherightbalancewould beachievedbetweenasuitablerespectfor the
humanremainsandthe maximumpublic accessto thestoriestheytold. Thedefining
momentcamewith thepresslaunchfor theexhibition. Therewasaneedto ‘hook’ the
pressto obtainthepublicity the exhibitionneeded.A themedbreakfastwasarranged
involving ‘long bonetoast’andbloody (strawberry)fruit juice. Journalistswere
issuedwith torchesandledinto thesubterraneanstore.There,specialistsin white
coatsgavea presentationunderspotlight in theotherwisedarkenedbasement.But the
showmanshipwasonly allowedto go sofar. A requestfrom thePRconsultantsthat -

all Museumstaffshouldwearsurgicalmaskswasrefused. It wasclearlyexplained
why theMuseumhadthecareoftheseskeletons,the legal foundationfor this care,
andthereasonsbehindexcavationandanalysis.During all dealingswith thepressand.
media,only theosteologistsandconservatorshandledbones.Only photographstaken
or supervisedby the Museumwerepermitted.Only truearchaeologicalspecimens
wereused.

All thishighlights thecentralparadoxto theexcavation,study,storageandexhibition
ofhumanremainsby archaeologists.Manyof ussenseit maynot bequiteright. We
cannotidentify orarticulateexactlywhy, sowe compromise.We do it, but ‘with due
respect’.

Theexactlegalbasisfor theexcavationofhumanremainsis very clear.To startwith
thereis thelegislationandplanningadviceconcernedwith excavationthroughthe
planningsystem.Archaeologyin generalis coveredby the 1979AncientMonuments
andArchaeologyAreasAct, thevery lastpieceof legislationto bepassedby the
previousLabourgovernment.Howeverthis only protectsthosesitesdesignatedas,
ScheduledAncientMonuments.Thevastmajority ofarchaeologicalsitesin England
arenotscheduledsites.

Thesearenotprotectedby legislationbutby governmentplanningguidance,
specificallyPPG16,orGovernmentPlanningandGuidanceNote 16: Archaeology
andPlanning,which wasintroducedin 1991.Thisadvisesthat whereverpossible
archaeologyshouldbepreservedratherthandestroyedor excavated,but wherethis is
notpossibleorunreasonabledevelopersshouldseekto ensurethearchaeologyoftheir
sitesis fully evaluatedandplannedfor beforetheyseekplanningpermission.Local
authoritieshavetheright to denyplanningpermissionunlesssuchactionhasbeen
taken.Developerswill employarchaeologicalconsultantsandcontractorsto ensure



thearchaeologyon theirsite is properlydealtwith. In Londonthis work has
traditionallybeenundertakenby theMuseumof London,andthe Museumcontinues
to undertakethe lion’s shareofexcavationin thecapital.

Of coursewhenit comesto humanburial the law is not designedpurely for the
purposeofarchaeology.Underthe 1857Burial Act it is illegal to dis-intera body
without lawful authority.This authoritycomesin theform ofalicencefrom the
SecretaryofStateat theHomeoffice. Otherlegislationexistscoveringthe
developmentofdisusedburial groundsandtheremovalofcemeteryfurnituresuchas
tombstones.Permissionto disturbbodiesburiedin consecratedgroundmustcome
from thechurch.

Thereforein effectcemeteryexcavationsin London,andelsewherein England,occur
when,a developerseeksto build overadisusedburialground.On thebasisof
supportingarchaeologicalstudythelocal authoritydecidesthedevelopmentcango
ahead,andthe archaeologistconcernedobtainsa licencefrom thehomeofficeto
removetheburials.Thelicenceswill normallystatethat theexcavationwill be for the
purposeofthescientific studyoftheburialsandthat re-burialwill takeplaceat an
appropriatetimewhenstudyhasbeencompleted.The developersarerequiredto pay
for thearchaeologicalwork.

Whenplanningfor LondonBodieswecheckedtheHomeOffice licencesfor anything
aboutexhibition.The. licensewasunclearsowespoketo theHomeoffice for advice.
Theyalsoseemedlessthancertainbut werehappythatdisplayby themuseumwould
notcontravenethelicences.

Thereforeeventhoughin mostcasesarchaeologistsdo notchooseto disturb thedead,
it is thearchaeologiststhat do theexcavatingandtakeresponsibilityfor theskeletons,
including in thiscasetheirdisplay.We thereforehaveto be happythat weare
offendingneitherthedeador living. Thereis nowalargeanddetailedliteratureon the
ethicsofexcavating,curatinganddisplayinghumanremains.Howeverit hasto be
saidthatthis dealsalmostentirelywith foreignculturesandreligions(seeSkeates
2000for ageneraldiscussionandCox 1998).Concernsabouttheethicsofexcavating
earliergenerationsofBritons,onceyouarebeyondthosewho mayhaveliving
relativesarelessclearcut. The argumentsthat surroundthis subjecthavebeenwell
rehearsedin print, oneofthemostsuccinctsummarieswaspublishedin 1995 in the
FieldArchaeologistandI highly recommendMike ParkerPearson’spaper‘Ethics
andthedeadin British archaeology’.Henotesthatin Britain thereis alsoahistoryof
controversybut that it hasnot settledonaconsensusviewpoint: ‘British attitudesto
deadbodiesareambivalent,contradictoryandvolatile’ andthat assuchthereis still
latitude in the wayhumanremainsaretreated.Onereasonfor this is thatChristian
faith doesnothavestrongviewson thesanctityofthedeadbody oncethesoul has
departed,indeedexcavationshowsit wasverynormal in thepastfor thechurchitself
to disturbburials.It is normalto find burialsandindeedextensionsto churches
cutting earlierburials,andto find charnelpits ofdisturbedboneswhereareasof
cemeterieshavebeencleared.

ParkerPearsonconcludeswith a codeofethicsforhumanremains(op cit 18).This
makesausefuladditionto existingmuseumcodesofconductwith relationto human
remainsproducedby theMuseumsAssociationandInternationalCouncil of




