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Working Group on Human Remains
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Dear Professor Palmer,

Please find enclosed an advocacy statement reflecting on the purpose and benefit of
retaining and curating human skeletal remains from the perspective of a university department
specialised in the scientific study of the human past. We have appended evidence of
continuously funded research involving the analysis of human skeletal material together with
destinations of our postgraduate students and the topics of their research theses to demonstrate
the impact and vital role of working with such remains at the level of Higher Education

Research and Teaching.
Yours faithfully

// Jetoooo,

Dr. Holger Schutkowski
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Curation of Human Skeletal Remains — The Perspective of a Higher Education Research
and Teaching Institution

Department of Archaeological Sciences, University of Bradford

Introduction

As part of its academic remit the Department of Archaeological Sciences (Grade 5 in the
previous Research Assessment Exercise, “Excellent” in Subject Review) at the University of
Bradford houses and curates a collection of presently ¢. 2000 human skeletal remains from
Roman to Medieval times. It is among the largest of its kind held in a university department in
this country. Since the collection is varied by time and region it provides an unparalleled
opportunity to study human populations within their social, chronological, environmental, and
geographic contexts. All the remains are of historical value and/or of untraceable origin, i.e.
they do not relate to identified or identifiable individuals. They are derived only from burials
within the UK. that were disturbed as part of development and construction and for which,
due to planning legislation, archaeological excavation was mandatory. The skeletal material is
stored in a locked and safely controlled environment and a clear code of practise ensures their
dignified and respectful treatment.

The collection forms an integral part of the unique portfolio of the Department and its
worldwide recognition. The perception of Bradford as a centre of excellence for Biological
Anthropology and the analysis of skeletal remains is thus directly related to the wealth and
value of its collection. This has implications for both research and teaching.

Research

Human (skeletal) remains are the most immediate and direct source, which can be researched
for human strategies of coping with survival in different and changing environments through
time, individual lifestyles and collective living conditions. No other archived material,
however detailed, well preserved and accessible, is able to provide information of specificity
comparable to that obtained from direct observation of human remains. Even for those periods
where written sources are available, the skeletal source makes possible the scrutinising of
hypotheses and data unrivalled in quality and potential message. Therefore the curation of and
reliable access to this most valuable resource we have at our disposal is of paramount
importance.

Any restrictions to the availability of human remains will lead to a significant impairment and
shrinkage of what may be regarded as the skeletal legacy of our past. Results arising from the
research of human remains are of mutual interest to both the scientific community and the
wider public. There is an immense general interest in exactly the same questions that are also
at the focus of biological anthropological research, revolving around human variation and
adaptability. People are interested to learn about health and disease in past populations, about
people’s diets, their origins and changes of residence. The scientific study of human remains
has the means to serve this curiosity through meticulous and timely conceptual and
methodological approaches. There is no equally suited way of achieving it. Therefore, the
responsible curation of human remains collections has only one justification — the necessity to
work with them and to utilise them as an invaluable and unique biocultural archive. The
outcome of this commitment is by no means confined to academia, but rather serves as a
bridge between scientific and public interest. The Department of Archaeological Sciences will
ensure the continuation of recognised. high quality research in its commitment to a publicly
and scientifically justifiable study of human remains as it has demonstrated in the past.

The collections have continuously engendered interest from world authorities ranging from



anthropologists and palaeopathologists to social historians and medics for the wide range of
pathological conditions, including infectious diseases, such as leprosy or tuberculosis,
congenital conditions, traumatic injuries, and non-specific infectious lesions. Increasingly,
scholars working in the fields of isotopic and biomolecular analyses also request access to the
collections for studies related to dietary reconstruction, provenance and palaeoepidemiology.

Teaching and vocation

The Department has a long tradition of facilitating the instruction of Biological Anthropology
at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Particularly at taught postgraduate level the
Department maintains consistently high recruitment, also from overseas, for MSc courses that
employ the study of human remains. Here students acquire specialist knowledge and
diagnostic skills that cannot be learnt from surrogate plastic skeletal material, because the
naturally occurring variation of human skeletal anatomy is a crucial prerequisite for future
professional work in the field. With a first destination figure of c. 85% in directly related or
cognate areas, we train and prepare students to work as specialists in forensic missions,
archaeological units, heritage organisations etc. The ongoing great public demand for
specialist work of this kind can only be satisfied in the future, if the high standard of
education involving instruction with real skeletal material is maintained. There is no viable
alternative.

Special recognition of our expertise and the value of our collections is continuously
acknowledged through its use in intensive courses in Palacopathology (in collaboration with
Professor Donald Ortner, Smithsonian Institution) and Forensic Anthropology (in
collaboration with NMHM/AFIP, Washington D.C.) that are regularly attended by delegates
from the Americas, Europe and the Pacific area. The Forensic Course additionally serves
delegates from regional police and forensic science service units.

Between 1991 and 2000 the Department awarded ¢. 150 Masters degrees in Human Osteology
and Palaeopathology and in Forensic Anthropology with the vast majority of students
producing a substantial research thesis worth 44% of their total credits based on the skeletal
material curated by the Department. These continuous efforts were acknowledged last year by
the NERC through the award of five studentships (out of 14 nationwide) alone for the courses
related to the study of human remains, by far the highest figure in this country. Building on
the specific hands-on experience and skills that is characteristic of the Bradford approach to
postgraduate level teaching provision, about one third of the graduates have achieved
academic positions or are pursuing doctoral studies. A quarter work with Archaeological or
Research Units and another 10% hold positions in Museums and the Public Service, including
the Metropolitan Police or the US Armed Forces Central Identification Laboratory in Hawai’i.
In each case the respective employers of our graduates chose students because of their
thorough acquaintance with unique knowledge about human skeletal variation and its
biocultural context, and this was key to their selection for jobs and career progression.

Conclusion

In order to fulfil their ascribed role in society, i.e. the promotion of knowledge and
understanding through research, higher education and publicity, universities have to
continuously maintain certain quality standards to ensure provision of the best possible
vocational preparation. To deprive universities of appropriate means for instruction invariably
leads to a loss in quality. For a Department such as Archaeological Sciences at Bradford there
is no alternative to the use of human (skeletal) remains as the basis of its anthropological
research and teaching provision. We therefore strongly plea for the continued retention of
historic skeletal material, adhering to nationally agreed standards of curation and storage, by
such institutions as an indispensable part of their remit and their societal obligation.



Appendix 1

Selected research areas and publications in Biological Anthropology at the Department of
Archaeological Sciences, involving skeletal remains curated in-house and in other institutions.
Work in these research areas continues to attract external funding from bodies such as The
Wellcome Trust, NERC, AHRB, The Leverhulme Trust, The European Commission, The
German Research Council, The Volkswagen Foundation and others. The list is meant to
illustrate the variety of research — and resulting informed teaching — for which the continued
use of skeletal material is mandatory.

Palaeonutrition and dietary variation

Molecular and micromorphological approaches to the reconstruction of past subsistence and diet
Interrelation of subsistence strategies and ecological conditions of habitats, including seasonality
Nutritional quality and social inequality

Subsistence change at major archaeological transitions, e.g. Upper Palaeolithic/Mesolithic
Reconstruction of diet of extinct humans, e.g. Neanderthals
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