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Dear Professor Palmer
WORKING GROUP ON HUMAN REMAINS

Thank you for offering me the opportunity to make a submission to your group. As
requested I have also circulated your announcement within the Museum of London.

The Museum holds a very large number of human skeletons, probably somewhere in the
region of 18,000 at present. These are almost all from controlled archaeological
excavations in Greater London, their exhumation covered by home office licence. These
skeletons form part of the London Archaeological Archive, an immense research resource
into London’s early history. As museum professionals we are obviously aware of the
sensibilities involved in the proper curation of human remains, however the
circumstances of our own collections mean that there have been very few cases where its
status has been questioned.

At a personal level I have been somewhat concerned at some of the views which have
been expressed about the repatriation of human remains when they have been used in an
unqualified way to cover all human remains, rather than specific circumstances. I have
tried to articulate these concerns in an article that is to be published in the journal ‘Public
Archaeology”’ and I enclose a copy of this, which may be of interest. The main conclusion I
try and draw in this is that the ethical views which it is very right to consider when
dealing with human remains must be relevant to the particular circumstances ~ there is
no, and will be no, ‘catch all’ code of ethics.

I wish you well in your deliberations and would be very happy to help the group further
if it would be useful.

Yours sincerely

Hedley Swain
Head of Department
Early London History and Collections

Enc
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The Ethics of Displaying Human Remains from British
Archaeological Sites

Hedley Swain, Museum of London

The recent revelations about Alder Hey hospital and the retention of children’s organs
included many heart rending stories. In one example the organs (brain, heart and
lungs) were returned to parents, many years after they had buried what they had
thought to be a whole dead child. A new ceremony was held in which the organs were
interred next to the child’s body. The surviving children of the couple put teddy bears
in the grave as part of the ceremony. As a parent of young children I could feel the
burning hurt that must have afflicted those parents. But equally I could find no
reference points in established belief systems for why and what these parents were
doing. For me this very sad story highlighted the complexity of beliefs with which we
must struggle when we come to consider modern British attitudes to physical human
remains after death. Because we are offered no hard-and fast rules by society in
general we fall back on a cultural pick-and-mix of borrowed ideas and half forgotten

taboos.

No one would question that a museum curator who displayed in a glass case the
remains of a child who had only just died would be deemed morally repugnant. And
yet in 1998 when the Museum of London displayed the skeletal remains of a medieval
mother and child both of whom had died during the child’s birth no comment was
made at all. If these two are seen as the extremes of a single thread, or at least
somewhere along a single thread, where is the dividing line? Where do we cross from

acceptability to unacceptability, and why?

Between October 27th 1998 and February 21% 1999 the Museum of London staged
the exhibition London Bodies (Werner 1998, Swain and Werner 1998, Museum of
London 1999). The exhibition traced how the appearance of Londoners has changed
since prehistoric times, with the central feature a series of skeletons presented below
Perspex covers, laid out in marble dust on mortuary trolleys. The exhibition showed
how archaeological evidence from human burials could supplement historical
evidence and tell the story of our ancestors’ changing shapes. It drew upon the unique
collection of human skeletons within the Museum’s archaeological archive, and on
the detailed analysis that is currently taking place on this material by Museum of
London specialists. Apart from the complete skeletons a number of other human
bones were featured to illustrate specific medical conditions, including the mother and

child mentioned above.

It has been estimated that between 1600 and 1900 6 million people were buried in
London. We can add to this number an unknown quantity dating back to the Roman
foundation of the City in about AD 50. Through archaeological excavation about
18,500 of these individuals (12,000 coming in the last two years from a single
excavation: the cemetery of the medieval hospital of St Mary without Bishopsgate)
have found their way into the care of the Museum of London. This should not surprise
us; London is one of the most heavily excavated cities in the world. This is because of



its great size and antiquity and the continuing demand for development in the very
same central areas where most early settlement took place.

As with all major exhibitions, the design of London Bodies brought together a diverse
team of specialists: osteologists, curators, designers, press and PR staff and
conservators. Because the exhibition was also linked to the re-launch of the museum,
as a whole there was also an array of external consultants: exhibition designers,
advertising consultants, press consultants and re-branding consultants. Many of these
individuals had never dealt with human remains or the associated sensibilities before.
Through this complex morass the Museum had to pick a careful line on how best to
safeguard the interests of the other key part of the team, the human skeletons at the

centre of the exhibition.

Right from the beginning the Museum gave careful thought to its motivations for the
exhibition, how the right balance would be achieved between a suitable respect for the
human remains and the maximum public access to the stories they told. The defining
moment came with the press launch for the exhibition. There was a need to ‘hook’ the
press to obtain the publicity the exhibition needed. A themed breakfast was arranged
involving ‘long bone toast’ and bloody (strawberry) fruit juice. Journalists were
issued with torches and led into the subterranean store. There, specialists in white
coats gave a presentation under spotlight in the otherwise darkened basement. But the
showmanship was only allowed to go so far. A request from the PR consultants that -
all Museum staff should wear surgical masks was refused. It was clearly explained
why the Museum had the care of these skeletons, the legal foundation for this care,
and the reasons behind excavation and analysis. During all dealings with the press and.
media, only the osteologists and conservators handled bones. Only photographs taken
or supervised by the Museum were permitted. Only true archaeological specimens

were used.

All this highlights the central paradox to the excavation, study, storage and exhibition

- of human remains by archaeologists. Many of us sense it may not be quite right. We

cannot identify or articulate exactly why, so we compromise. We do it, but ‘with due
respect’.

The exact legal basis for the excavation of human remains is very clear. To start with
there is the legislation and planning advice concerned with excavation through the
planning system. Archaeology in general is covered by the 1979 Ancient Monuments
and Archaeology Areas Act, the very last piece of legislation to be passed by the
previous Labour government. However this only protects those sites designated as
Scheduled Ancient Monuments. The vast majority of archaeological sites in England

are not scheduled sites.

These are not protected by legislation but by government planning guidance,
specifically PPG16, or Government Planning and Guidance Note 16: Archaeology
and Planning, which was introduced in 1991. This advises that wherever possible
archaeology should be preserved rather than destroyed or excavated, but where this is
not possible or unreasonable developers should seek to ensure the archaeology of their
sites is fully evaluated and planned for before they seek planning permission. Local
authorities have the right to deny planning permission unless such action has been
taken. Developers will employ archaeological consultants and contractors to ensure



the archaeology on their site is properly dealt with. In London this work has
traditionally been undertaken by the Museum of London, and the Museum continues
to undertake the lion’s share of excavation in the capital.

Of course when it comes to human burial the law is not designed purely for the
purpose of archaeology. Under the 1857 Burial Act it is illegal to dis-inter a body
without lawful authority. This authority comes in the form of a licence from the
Secretary of State at the Home office. Other legislation exists covering the
development of disused burial grounds and the removal of cemetery furniture such as
tombstones. Permission to disturb bodies buried in consecrated ground must come

from the church.

Therefore in effect cemetery excavations in London, and elsewhere in England, occur
when, a developer seeks to build over a disused burial ground. On the basis of
supporting archaeological study the local authority decides the development can go
ahead, and the archaeologist concerned obtains a licence from the home office to
remove the burials. The licences will normally state that the excavation will be for the
purpose of the scientific study of the burials and that re-burial will take place at an
appropriate time when study has been completed. The developers are requiréd to pay
for the archaeological work.

When planning for London Bodies we checked the Home Office licences for anything
about exhibition. The license was unclear so we spoke to the Home office for advice.
They also seemed less than certain but were happy that dlsplay by the museum would
not contravene the licences.

Therefore even though in most cases archaeologists do not choose to disturb the dead,
it is the archaeologists that do the excavating and take responsibility for the skeletons,
including in this case their display. We therefore have to be happy that we are
offending neither the dead or living. There is now a large and detailed literature on the
ethics of excavating, curating and displaying human remains. However it has to be
said that this deals almost entirely with foreign cultures and religions (see Skeates
2000 for a general discussion and Cox 1998). Concerns about the ethics of excavating
earlier generations of Britons, once you are beyond those who may have living
relatives are less clear cut. The arguments that surround this subject have been well
rehearsed in print, one of the most succinct summaries was published in 1995 in the
Field Archaeologist and I highly recommend Mike Parker Pearson’s paper ‘Ethics
and the dead in British archaeology’. He notes that in Britain there is also a history of
controversy but that it has not settled on a consensus viewpoint: ‘British attitudes to
dead bodies are ambivalent, contradictory and volatile’ and that as such there is still
latitude in the way human remains are treated. One reason for this is that Christian
faith does not have strong views on the sanctity of the dead body once the soul has
departed, indeed excavation shows it was very normal in the past for the church itself
to disturb burials. It is normal to find burials and indeed extensions to churches
cutting earlier burials, and to find charnel pits of disturbed bones where areas of

cemeteries have been cleared.

Parker Pearson concludes with a code of ethics for human remains (op cit 18). This
makes a useful addition to existing museum codes of conduct with relation to human
remains produced by the Museums Association and International Council of






