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                  The Book of the Dead of Hunefer. The scene shows episodes in Hunefer's judgement. Egypt, 19th Dynasty.


                  Book of the Dead of Hunefer on Collection online.
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                  The British Museum holds and cares for human remains from around the world. 

              

            
              
      Representing diverse cultures over thousands of years, this important collection is a unique record of the varied ways different societies have conceived of death and disposed of the remains of the dead.
Their display and study provide one of the most direct and insightful sources of information on past lives, human biology, different cultural approaches to death, burial practices and belief systems, including ideas about the afterlife.
A collection of essays, Regarding the Dead: Human Remains in the British Museum, details the issues surrounding human remains in museum collections, offering possible solutions to the dilemmas relating to their curation, storage, access management and display:
	View the PDF
	Purchase the book



  

          

        

      

    

  





  



    
        
    
  
    
      

    
  
      






  




  
    
            

                  
              Human remains at the Museum

          

        
        
          
            
                Held in a number of departments for display and research, over 6,000 human remains are in the care of the Museum. The human remains are managed in a way that protects the collection for the benefit of present and future generations. Mindful of ethical obligations, the Museum ensures that the human remains held in its care are always treated and displayed with respect and dignity.
The worldwide context of the collection provides an opportunity to look at how past societies have conceived of death and disposed of the remains of the dead across cultures of vastly different times and places.
The study of the human remains in the collection also furthers our understanding of the past by advancing important research in fields such as archaeology, bioarchaeology and physical anthropology. Their analysis provides unique insights into past peoples and cultures.
	View a list of human remains in the collection
	Explore the collection and research departments



            

          


           
            
                  
            
  
            

  




  
      
    Mummy of a priestess called Tjentmutengebtiu, aged 25–40, in painted cartonnage casing with a gilded face.
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                A number of Museum galleries and exhibitions include human remains in their displays, alongside explanatory and contextual information. 


The Museum gives careful thought to the reasons for and the circumstances of the display of human remains. Surveys show that most visitors are comfortable with and expect to see human remains as an element of our Museum displays. 



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Books and articles

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Books:


	Regarding the Dead: Human Remains in the British Museum (PDF version)
	Regarding the Dead: Human Remains in the British Museum (book version)
	Ancient lives, new discoveries: eight mummies, eight stories 
	Mummy: The Inside Story

 


On our blog:


	Ancient wisdom: what tooth decay can tell us about the past
	Virtual autopsy: discover how the ancient Egyptian Gebelein Man died

 


Articles: 


	Interactive visualisation of 3D scanned mummies at public venues
	A method for recording prevalence rates for skeletons from sites with differing preservation
	Periodontal disease and 'oral health' in the past: new insights from ancient Sudan on a very modern problem



          

  




              

    

  

  






  




  
    
            

                  
              Research

          

        
        
          
            
                The scientific study of human remains from archaeological sites provides unique insights into ancient lives. Analysis of the human remains in the Museum's collection helps advance important research in fields such as archaeology, social anthropology, human biology, the history of disease, palaeoepidemiology, bioarchaeology, physical anthropology and genetics.


The information and insight gained through the archaeological and scientific analysis of human remains is ever-increasing, particularly as scientific methods improve and develop, all of which continues to inform our understanding of past societies and can then be shared with Museum visitors. This scientific analysis offers information that other archaeological sources usually do not provide, such as age-at-death, ancient diseases, diet, genetics and past burial practices.


In carrying out research on human remains in the collection, the Museum reminds researchers of their ethical obligations with regard to human remains. Researchers are expected to follow the relevant principles of the Museum's Human remains policy and the Code of practice.



            

          


           
            
                  
            
  
            

  




  
      
    The Deal Warrior crown was worn directly on the head and, when it was discovered, it still held impressions of human hair on its inner surfaces.
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          Merowe Dam Archaeological Salvage project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                The construction of a new dam at the Fourth Nile Cataract has resulted in a major international rescue campaign. The British Museum, in conjunction with the Sudan Archaeological Research Society, is a significant contributor to this project.


Find out more about this project.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Amara West project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Amara West is an ancient town in northern Sudan, the administrative capital of Upper Nubia, known as Kush, occupied by pharaonic Egypt between 1500 and 1070 BC. Each year a team of specialists excavates at the town, revealing ancient buildings and recovering objects.


This project aims to provide new insights into what life was like for the ancient inhabitants through further study and scientific analysis, helping us to learn about where the inhabitants came from, what food they cooked and ate, their health, and the craft activities that took place in their houses.


Find out more about this project.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Excavations at Kawa

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Kawa was occupied for nearly two millennia from the 14th century BC and is now one of the best preserved archaeological sites in Sudan. In conjunction with the Sudan Archaeological Research Society, a British Museum team has been excavating widely within the town. The project aims to explore and understand what was life like in Kawa 3,000 and 2,000 years ago.


Through survey and excavation of houses, shrines, industrial installations, stores, and the cemetery, the lives, health and wellbeing, funerary beliefs and mortuary practices of the town's inhabitants, are being studied.


Find out more about this project.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Ancient Human Occupation of Britain project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                The Ancient Human Occupation of Britain project (AHOB) was initially funded for five years by the Leverhulme Trust. With partners from the Natural History Museum, Royal Holloway University of London, Queen Mary University of London and Durham University, the project is examining the earliest prehistory of Britain from the first human colonisers, about 700,000 years ago, up to the end of the Last Ice Age, some 10,000 years ago.


Find out more about this project.



          

  




              

    

  

  






  




  
    
            

                  
              Apply for scientific study

          

        
        
          
            
                The Museum recognises the importance of making the collection available to external researchers.


If you want to study any of the human remains in the Museum's collection, please contact the relevant department. If your proposed study involves detailed study, measurement or sampling of human remains, you may be requested to submit a detailed application form. This is in order to safeguard the collection and to ensure that all human remains are treated in a suitably respectful manner. All such requests are subject to a rigorous review process following a formal application procedure.


Find out how to apply for scientific study of the collection. 



            

          


           
            
                  
            
  
            

  




  
      
    A mummy having a CT scan.
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          British Museum's human remains policy 

        
          
        
      
    


    
                The Museum has developed a policy with regard to the human remains in its collection. It follows the recommendations of the code of practice published by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) in October 2005. The DCMS code of practice was itself developed to provide guidance to museums in relation to the provisions of the Human Tissue Act 2004. 
While the Human Tissue Act 2004 gave the Trustees of the British Museum the power to deaccession human remains, the Trustees' primary legal duty is to safeguard the Museum's collection for the benefit of present and future generations. This policy sets out the circumstances in which the Trustees may consider a request for the deaccession and transfer of human remains; and gives guidance on the procedures to be followed by those seeking to submit a claim for the return of human remains in the British Museum collection that are less than one thousand years old to a community of origin.
The policy also outlines the principles governing the respectful and lawful holding, display, study and care of human remains in the British Museum collection.
This policy is under scheduled review. The reviewed policy will be published in 2024.
	British Museum's human remains policy
	Human Tissue Act 2004
	DCMS guidance for care of human remains in museums 
	Museum governance
	Advisory Panel on the Archaeology of Burials in England 

 


          

  



  

  
    
      
          Claims on human remains at the Museum 

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Since the relevant section 47 of the Human Tissue Act 2004 came into force in 2005, the Museum has received two approaches which have been considered by Trustees, in accordance with the Trustees' Human remains policy.
Date: May 2011
Material claimed: Two modified skulls
Claimant body: Torres Strait Islander Traditional Owners in association with the Australian government
Find out more about this repatriation request
  
Date: July 2005
Material claimed: Two cremation ash bundles from Tasmania
Claimant body: Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre in association with the Australian government       
Find out more about this repatriation request 
 
From 1995 until the passing of the Human Tissue Act into law, there were six approaches to the British Museum from organisations making claims against human remains in the Museum collection.

Date: May 2002
Material claimed: Two cremation ash bundles from Tasmania
Claimant body: Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre (repeat request)
Date: August 2001
Material claimed: Two cremation ash bundles from Tasmania
Claimant body: Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre (repeat request)    
Date: November 1997
Material claimed: Two cremation ash bundles from Tasmania
Claimant body: Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre
Date: December 2001
Material claimed: Australian human remains
Claimant body: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC – defunct Australian government agency)     
Date: November 1998
Material claimed: Maori tattooed heads (Mokomokai)
Claimant body: Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa
Find out more about this repatriation request
Date: 1997–98
Material claimed: Human skull
Claimant body: Haida Nation band council 


Please note four of the eight claims listed above have been made by or with the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre, submitting repeat requests for the same material.


          

  



  

  
    
      
          Contact details for further information on claims

        
          
        
      
    


    
                For further information on any of these claims please contact us on collectionenquiries@britishmuseum.org
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          Contested objects from the collection

          
                 

      
              
              Find out more about the current status of discussions on some of our contested objects.
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              Find out about the work of the Museum collection, research departments and the research facilities available.



        

      
      


      
    

  



                
	
                  




  

          
          
  
            

      
      

    

  




  
  


  
      

    
    

      


                      

          

              
          Collection Care

          
                 

      
              
              This department includes collection management, conservation and photography and imaging.



        

      
      


      
    

  



                
	
                  




  

          
          
  
            

      
      

    

  




  
  


  
      

    
    

      


                      

          

              
          Scientific Research

          
                 

      
              
              This department combines in-house scientific investigation with Museum priorities.
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London WC1B 3DG
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