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Curation of Human SkeletalRemains— The Perspectiveof a Higher Education Research
and Teaching Institution

Department ofArchaeologicalSciences,University of Bradford

Introduction

As part of its academicremit the Departmentof ArchaeologicalSciences(Grade 5 in the
previousResearchAssessmentExercise,“Excellent” in SubjectReview) at the University of
Bradford housesand curatesa collection of presentlyc. 2000 humanskeletalremainsfrom
Romanto Medievaltimes. It is amongthelargestof its kind held in auniversitydepartmentin
this country. Since the collection is variedby time and region it providesan unparalleled
opportunityto studyhumanpopulationswithin their social,chronological,environmental,and
geographiccontexts.All the remainsareof historical valueand/or of untraceableorigin, i.e.
theydo not relateto identified or identifiable individuals. They arederivedonly from burials
within the U.K. that were disturbedaspart of developmentand constructionand for which,
due to planninglegislation, archaeologicalexcavationwas mandatory.Theskeletalmaterialis
storedin a lockedand safelycontrolledenvironmentanda clear codeofpractiseensurestheir
dignified andrespectfultreatment.

The collection forms an integral part of the unique portfolio of the Departmentand its
worldwide recognition.The perceptionof Bradford asa centreof excellencefor Biological
Anthropology and the analysisof skeletal remainsis thus directly relatedto the wealth and
valueof its collection. Thishasimplicationsfor both researchandteaching.

Research

Human(skeletal)remainsare themost immediateanddirect source,which canbe researched
for humanstrategiesof coping with survival in different and changingenvironmentsthrough
time, individual lifestyles and collective living conditions. No other archived material,
howeverdetailed,well preservedand accessible,is able to provide information of specificity
comparableto that obtainedfrom direct observationofhumanremains.Evenfor thoseperiods
where written sourcesare available, the skeletal source makespossible the scrutinising of
hypothesesanddataunrivalled in quality andpotentialmessage.Thereforethe curationofand
reliable accessto this most valuable resourcewe have at our disposal is of paramount
importance.

Any restrictionsto the availability of humanremainswill leadto a significantimpairmentand
shrinkageofwhatmaybe regardedasthe skeletallegacyof ourpast.Resultsarisingfrom the
researchof humanremainsare of mutual interest to both the scientific community and the
wider public. Thereis an immensegeneralinterestin exactlythe samequestionsthat are also
at the focus of biological anthropologicalresearch,revolving aroundhumanvariation and
adaptability.Peopleareinterestedto learnabouthealthand diseasein pastpopulations,about
people’sdiets, their origins and changesof residence.The scientific study of humanremains
has the means to serve this curiosity through meticulous and timely conceptual and
methodologicalapproaches.There is no equally suited way of achieving it. Therefore, the
responsiblecurationof humanremainscollectionshasonly onejustification — the necessityto
work with them and to utilise them as an invaluableand unique biocultural archive. The
outcome of this commitmentis by no meansconfined to academia,but ratherservesas a
bridge betweenscientific and public interest.TheDepartmentof ArchaeologicalScienceswill
ensurethe continuationof recognisedhigh quality researchin its commitmentto a publicly
andscientificallyjustifiable studyofhumanremainsasit hasdemonstratedin thepast.

The collectionshave continuouslyengenderedinterest from world authoritiesranging from
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anthropologistsand palaeopathologiststo socialhistoriansand medicsfor the wide rangeof
pathological conditions, including infectious diseases, such as leprosy or tuberculosis,
congenitalconditions, traumatic injuries, and non-specific infectious lesions, Increasingly,
scholarsworking in the fields of isotopicand biomolecularanalysesalso requestaccessto the
collectionsfor studiesrelatedto dietaryreconstruction,provenanceandpalaeoepidemiology.

Teachingandvocation

TheDepartmenthasalong traditionoffacilitating the instructionof Biological Anthropology
at both undergraduateand postgraduatelevels. Particularlyat taught postgraduatelevel the
Departmentmaintainsconsistentlyhigh recruitment,also from overseas,for MSc coursesthat
employ the study of human remains. Here students acquire specialist knowledge and
diagnostic skills that cannotbe learnt from surrogateplastic skeletalmaterial, becausethe
naturallyoccurringvariation of human skeletalanatomyis a crucial prerequisitefor future
professionalwork in the field. With a first destinationfigure of c. 85% in directly relatedor
cognateareas, we train and preparestudentsto work as specialistsin forensic missions,
archaeologicalunits, heritage organisationsetc. The ongoing great public demand for
specialistwork of this kind can only be satisfied in the future, if the high standardof
educationinvolving instructionwith real skeletal material is maintained.There is no viable
alternative.

Special recognition of our expertise and the value of our collections is continuously
acknowledgedthroughits usein intensivecoursesin Palaeopathology(in collaborationwith
Professor Donald Ortner, Smithsonian Institution) and Forensic Anthropology (in
collaborationwith NIMHN’I/AFIP, WashingtonD.C.) that are regularlyattendedby delegates
from the Americas, Europeand the Pacific area. The Forensic Courseadditionally serves
delegatesfrom regionalpoliceand forensicscienceserviceunits.

Between1991 and2000 theDepartmentawardedc. 150 Mastersdegreesin HumanOsteology
and Palaeopathologyand in Forensic Anthropology with the vast majority of students
producinga substantialresearchthesisworth 44% of their total creditsbasedon the skeletal
materialcuratedby theDepartment.Thesecontinuousefforts wereacknowledgedlastyearby
theNERC throughthe awardoffive studentships(out of 14 nationwide)alonefor thecourses
relatedto the study of humanremains,by far the highestfigure in this country.Building on
the specific hands-onexperienceand skills that is characteristicof the Bradford approachto
postgraduatelevel teaching provision, about one third of the graduateshave achieved
academicpositionsor are pursuingdoctoralstudies.A quarterwork with Archaeologicalor
ResearchUnits andanother10% hold positionsin Museumsandthe Public Service,including
theMetropolitanPoliceor theUS ArmedForcesCentralIdentificationLaboratoryin Hawai’i.
In each case the respectiveemployersof our graduateschose studentsbecauseof their
thorough acquaintancewith unique knowledge about human skeletal variation and its
bioculturalcontext,andthis waskey to their selectionforjobsand careerprogression.

Conclusion

In order to fulfil their ascribed role in society, i.e. the promotion of knowledge and
understandingthrough research, higher education and publicity, universities have to
continuously maintain certain quality standardsto ensure provision of the best possible
vocationalpreparation.To depriveuniversitiesof appropriatemeansfor instructioninvariably
leadsto a lossin quality. For a DepartmentsuchasArchaeologicalSciencesatBradfordthere
is no alternativeto the useof human(skeletal)remainsas the basis of its anthropological
researchand teachingprovision. We thereforestrongly plea for the continuedretentionof
historic skeletalmaterial, adheringto nationally agreedstandardsof curationand storage,by
suchinstitutionsasan indispensablepart oftheir remit andtheirsocietalobligation.
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Appendix 1

Selectedresearchareasand publicationsin Biological Anthropology at the Departmentof
ArchaeologicalSciences,involving skeletalremainscuratedin-houseand in other institutions.
Work in theseresearchareascontinuesto attractexternalfunding from bodiessuchasThe
Wellcome Trust, NERC, AHRB, The LeverhulmeTrust, The EuropeanConmiission, The
GermanResearchCouncil, The VolkswagenFoundationand others. The list is meant to
illustrate the variety of research— and resulting informedteaching— for which the continued
useofskeletalmaterialis mandatory.

Palaeonutritionanddietaryvariation

• Molecularandmicromorphologicalapproachesto the reconstructionofpastsubsistenceanddiet
• Interrelationof subsistencestrategiesandecologicalconditionsofhabitats,including seasonality
• Nutritionalquality andsocialinequality
• Subsistencechangeatmajorarchaeologicaltransitions,e.g.UpperPalaeolithiclMesolithic
• Reconstructionof dietof extincthumans,e.g.Neanderthals
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