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Preface
JD Hill

Human remains in museum collections can be a charged
focus amidst the contested debates surrounding the legacies
of colonialism and empire, the different purposes of a
museum’s existence and the changing understanding of the
human body. The assumed primacy of western scientific
research over the concerns of indigenous populations has
also been a point of contention. This collection of essays
offers a particular set of perspectives on these issues as seen
through the lens of one major international museum. The
aim of the book is to show that there are many more aspects
to the collections of human remains in museums than just
issues of repatriation and display. The authors are
predominantly British Museum staff or those who have
engaged in different ways with the human remains in the
British Museum’s care. None of the authors would claim that
the collection seeks to offer a definitive account of the
complex and broad range of questions that surround the
care, display and research of human remains in museum
collections, nor would they wish this volume to be read as an
official statement of the British Museum’s position on these
subjects. While many of the authors are employed by the
British Museum, this does not mean that they share the
same opinions on issues such as the repatriation, display,
care or research of human remains in the collection.
The motivation for publishing this book is to emphasize
that for a museum of any size, it is impossible to separate out
issues of repatriation or display from those of conservation,
documentation and research in relation to human remains.
The contributors to this volume seek to cover as far as
possible the breadth of concerns related to the care of
human remains. To hold a collection of any kind in trust for
future generations, particularly one that includes human
remains, means that those responsible for them have to
consider all aspects of what that duty of care entails. Across
three sections discussing the holding, conserving and
researching of human remains, the chapters cover both
practical and ethical issues from the relative humidity levels
required for the storage of human remains to the use and
publication of images. The book also reviews the claims
that the British Museum’s Trustees have considered in
relation to the de-accession and return of some human
remains in the collection. Many of the chapters highlight
particular case studies that focus on one group of human
remains or even the remains of one individual, such as
Lindow Man. A number of authors discuss the processes
and results of some areas of research on human remains in
the collection, stressing the active contribution that such
remains have in furthering our understanding of past
societies, even if they have been in the museum’s care for
many years.
This book is one outcome of a continuing process of
reflection and discussion concerning how the British
Museum should look after the human remains in its
collection. The British Museum has held human remains
since its foundation in 1753 when the original museum
contained biological and geological materials alongside
artefacts, books, prints and drawings. In the 19th century,
many of the human remains in the British Museum passed
into the care of the Natural History Museum which was
created out of the biological and geological collections of the
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original British Museum. The human remains in the
Museum’s care today are relatively few in comparison to the
overall size of the collection. While skeletons, cremated
remains and mummies from archaeological investigations
form a significant proportion of the collection, there is a
relatively large number of objects from the last 200 years
made in part or, more rarely, in whole from human hair,
teeth or bone.
The diversity of the range of human remains within the
Museum’s care is the key challenge in the curation, display
and research of the collection. For example, different forms
of human remains require different methods of storage and
handling. The variety of the collection is a product of the
cultures, both ancient and recent, from which they originate
with different attitudes to death, human remains and
mortuary practices. This divergence is also reflected in the
variation of ways in which the human remains have arrived
at the Museum. A significant proportion of the
archaeological collections were excavated in the course of
Museum projects over the last 30 years, but other remains,
including many of the mummies, arrived at the Museum
through gift or purchase in the 19th and 20th centuries. This
also incorporates a large number of the most recent
examples of human remains in the collection, and close
research of the specific circumstances through which these
human remains were collected often reveal complex and
nuanced relationships and circumstances of their original
gift or collection, before subsequently coming to the
Museum at a later date.
There have been significant changes in the last 20 years
as to how the British Museum cares for, displays and
researches human remains, some of which have been driven
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by changes in legislation and governmental guidance.
However, most of the developments reflect how attitudes,
practices and policies have been altered by Trustees and staff
following movements and debates in the fields of museum
studies, archaeology and physical anthropology, in addition
to the larger shifts in public attitudes to death and the
display of human remains. As discussed in several chapters,
the British Museum’s care of human remains falls within the
legislative framework of the Human Tissue Act 2004 and the
British Museum Act 1963 and is led by guidance issued by
the UK government’s Department for Culture, Media and
Sport. These policies in particular instruct how the Museum
can act when human remains are subject to repatriation
requests or how the Museum should care for human remains
less than 100 years old. However, wider aspects of the care of
human remains have developed out of in-depth discussions
with staff across the Museum over the last ten years. One
result of this consultation process was a review of all the
human remains on display in the Museum and an
evaluation of what in practice was meant by displaying
human remains with care and respect. As a consequence of
this review, it was agreed that some human remains should
be removed from display. These discussions have also
resulted in the creation of the British Museum Policy on
Human Remains, which offers guidance on all aspects of the
care, conservation, documentation and study of the human
remains in the British Museum collection. These changes
reflect how in practice each generation of British Museum
Trustees and staff seek to understand what it means for a
museum to care for a collection that includes human
remains ‘in trust’: in trust not for the present, but for the
future.

