
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Ethics and Practice in the Excavation, Examination,
Analysis, and Preservation of Historical Mummified
Human Remains

Harold Mytum

Accepted: 7 October 2019
# The Author(s) 2021

Abstract European perspectives on the study of human
remains, particularly mummified individuals with asso-
ciated material culture, highlight the multidisciplinary
research potential of these rare discoveries. The diverse
evidence associated with mummified remains offers
unique potential to consider how the deceased was
experienced over time. Scientific analyses reveal the
complex taphonomic processes leading to the selective
survival of tissue and cultural items. Medical ap-
proaches to mummies have been long established, but
historical examples can combine cultural and historical
sources with the palaeopathological to develop more
nuanced understandings of disease and lifestyle, identi-
fying both individual biographies and wider cultural
trends in mortuary practice. Study of mummies raises
ethical considerations similar to those for skeletonized
remains, but given the greater recognition of their hu-
manity, further social and religious considerations are
relevant. Investigation needs to be set against the local
legislation and the feelings of the mummies’ gate-
keepers and, in some cases, their descendant
communities.

Extracto Las perspectivas europeas sobre el estudio de
restos humanos, particularmente los individuos
momificados con cultura material asociada, destacan el
potencial de investigación multidisciplinaria de estos

descubrimientos poco comunes. La diversa evidencia
asociada con los restos momificados ofrece un potencial
único para considerar cómo se experimentó al difunto a
lo largo del tiempo. Los análisis científicos revelan los
complejos procesos tafonómicos que conducen a la
supervivencia selectiva de tejidos y elementos
culturales. Los enfoques médicos acerca de las momias
se han establecido desde hace mucho tiempo, pero los
ejemplos históricos pueden combinar fuentes culturales
e históricas con las paleopatológicas para desarrollar una
comprensión más matizada de enfermedades y estilo de
vida, identificando tanto biografías individuales como
tendencias culturales más amplias en la práctica
mortuoria. El estudio de las momias plantea
consideraciones éticas similares a las de los restos
esqueletizados, pero dado el mayor reconocimiento de
su humanidad, son relevantes otras consideraciones
sociales y religiosas. La investigación debe considerar
la legislación local y los sentimientos de los guardianes
de las momias y, en algunos casos, de sus comunidades
descendientes.

Résumé Les points de vue européens sur l'étude des
restes humains, en particulier les individus momifiés
avec une culture matérielle connexe, mettent l'accent
sur le potentiel de recherche multidisciplinaire de ces
découvertes rares. Les preuves variées associées aux
restes momifiés offrent un potentiel unique afin
d'examiner comment l’expérience relative aux défunts
a évolué au cours du temps. Les analyses scientifiques
révèlent les processus taphonomiques complexes
conduisant à une survie sélective de tissus et d'objets
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culturels. Les approches médicales des momies sont
établies de longue date, mais les exemples historiques
peuvent combiner des sources culturelles et historiques
au paléopathologique afin de développer une compré-
hension plus nuancée de la maladie et du mode de vie,
en identifiant les biographies individuelles mais aussi les
tendances culturelles plus vastes dans la pratique
mortuaire. L'étude des momies soulève des considér-
ations éthiques qui sont similaires à celles concernant
les restes de squelettes, mais étant donné la reconnais-
sance accrue de leur humanité, des considérations
supplémentaires de nature sociale et religieuse sont
pertinentes. La recherche doit tenir compte de la légis-
lation locale et des sentiments des gardiens des momies
et, dans certains cas, de leurs communautés de
descendants.

Keywords human remains . mummies . ethics

Introduction

Human remains present unique challenges for historical
archaeologists, in both ethical and practical ways, be-
cause of the cultural expectations in society at large and
particularly of the gatekeepers of many of the places
where such remains may be found. This applies to all
human remains, but some of the emotive and symbolic
associations with mummified remains create even great-
er ambivalence. These concerns range from health risks
from surviving soft tissue through to religious associa-
tions with sanctity because of the uncorrupted flesh.
Moreover, some of the mummies can be identified as
named individuals with living descendants who may
also have justifiable interest in the treatment of the
remains. Mummified remains are relatively rare and
present conservation and management challenges, to-
gether with ethical decisions regarding analysis, that
require the taking of samples or movement of remains
for study, which may have long-term taphonomic im-
plications. The articles here consider not only the human
remains, but the associated finds that may also be un-
usually well preserved. These throw light on the mortu-
ary process and, to varying degrees, wider past cultural
practices and attitudes. Numerous studies have been
conducted on historical mummified remains and associ-
ated material culture, creating a knowledge base on
disease, lifeways, and items associated with the mortu-
ary process. Whilst there are distinctive traditions of

research linked to ancient Egyptian or Andean
mummies, for example, the references in this article
only relate to the historical period.

Experiencing the Deceased

Skeletal human remains, even fully articulated, are suf-
ficiently foreign in their appearance to create a distance
between the deceased person and the living viewer.
Many archaeologists have excavated skeletons, but
have never seen a recently deceased person. These
experiences are completely different because of the
way people empathize with each other, using facial
features, stature, clothing, and hair style to recognize
the identity of another person. The skeleton has none
of these. Archaeologists still must consider skeletal
remains as those of deceased people—they are not
mere scientific samples (see the discussion of ethics,
below)—but frequently there are employed protocols
for the excavation, recording, and analysis of such
remains that emotionally distance the investigator
from the deceased person.

The issues of empathy and emotional reaction are
of a completely different order of magnitude, how-
ever, when considering mummified remains (Cox
1998; Boyle 1999). Here the recognition of a person
once alive, albeit potentially from centuries before,
creates a relationship that is powerful not only for
scientific investigators, but also for gatekeepers,
such as church authorities or descendant groups.
The presence of clothing, other textiles, and artifacts
rarely found in skeletonized graves, such as wooden
and leather items, further reinforces the close paral-
lels between the living and deceased, the present and
the past. This is both an opportunity and a respon-
sibility for those privileged to have access to such
remains.

Mummified remains provide contextual and associa-
tive data that throw light on the post-death biography of
the corpse. It is possible to consider how the deceased
were experienced in the past—when the individuals
died, as they were prepared for burial (Cherryson
2018), as interment took place, and subsequently at
intervening points in time between interment and the
present, as many mummies have been periodically en-
countered over time, as with that of Vicar Rungius (Väre
et al., this issue).
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The bodies also had agency once interred, as Kallio-
Seppä and Tranberg (this issue) highlight with refer-
ence to early 18th-century Oulu, where under-floor
church burial led to the congregation experiencing
unpleasant and what were considered unhealthy
odors emanating from the beneath their feet. Medical
views of the time considered this “miasma” to be a
cause of disease (Mytum 1989; Tarlow 2000; Hotz
2001; Kallio-Seppä and Tranberg, this issue), and the
use of plant remains within the coffin to mitigate or
mask the effects of decay are well-attested archaeo-
logically. The strength of the odors within the church
buildings increased as intramural interment became
popular over the first decades of the 18th century,
though, ironically, the congregations then suffered
during services as the many recent burials affected
the atmosphere. In Oulu under-floor church burial
was stopped in 1769, and church burial was
completely prohibited in Finland in 1822 (Kallio-
Seppä and Tranberg, this issue), but in many other
European countries this was only achieved at a later
date. Burial within churches was finally prohibited in
England from the 1840s onwards, and many urban
burial grounds were closed over the same period.
This, as in Finland, was part of a wider concern
regarding health implications of urban life, of
which burial traditions were just one component.

Historical mummies are also sometimes on display to
the wider public, most often in religious contexts, but
occasionally in secular museums; the latter are often
treated in the same way as prehistoric or Egyptian
mummies. Mummy exhibitions have recently received
considerable attention regarding the ethics of display,
and visibility of historical mummies is discussed further
below (see “Ethics”).

Scientific Opportunities

The ways in which mummified remains have been
scientifically approached have been from one of three
perspectives: taphonomic, medical, and cultural. These
each display a distinct range of techniques and often
involve scholars from widely divergent academic tradi-
tions, but gradually there has emerged an appreci-
ation that studies of mummies benefit from a mul-
tidisciplinary approach, as is the case with the
articles published here.

Taphonomy

The deceased was interred in the past either in an earth-cut
grave or within a stone- or brick-built crypt or tomb (Litten
1985, 1999; Association of Diocesan and Cathedral
Archaeologists 2010). Both forms could be outside or
within a church building. Those environments that have
remained permanently dry have a possibility of mummifi-
cation, and these have been more commonly encountered
beneath church buildings than in burial grounds, though
examples from the latter are known. Such environments
also offer opportunities for excellent survival of coffins and
their fittings and the grave structures, as well as human
remains (Mytum and Burgess 2018b).

Mummies immediately draw attention to taphonomic
processes because of their distinctive level of preserva-
tion (Piombino-Mascali, Gill-Frerking et al. 2017).
They raise questions of why they survive (often when
nearby interments have not survived in a similar state)
and why and how the human remains and associated
cultural items have often experienced very different
taphonomic trajectories (Garland and Janaway 1989;
Nawrocki 1995; Janaway 2002). In some Polish con-
texts, silk textiles survived to a much greater extent than
other fabrics, for example (Grupa, Majorek et al. 2014;
Grupa, Kozlowski, Jankauskas et al. 2015; Grupa,
Kozlowski, Krajewska et al. 2015). This variety is
highlighted by Lipkin, Ruhl et al. (this issue) with regard
to textile survival compared with that of human skeletal
or soft-tissue remains.

Survival is also affected by body treatment and the
length of time and location of display of the body before
interment. This affects the degree of decay that has taken
place in an exposed environment before the coffin is
sealed and interred to create a distinctive microenviron-
ment. How the body has been dressed and the degree to
which bacteria and insect infestation can take place prior
to disposal will depend on the cultural practices of the
mourning and funeral rituals, and the climate at that
time; some burials interred in crypts during the winter
when the ground is frozen will have experienced very
different conditions from those interred at the height of a
hot and humid summer (Lipkin, Ruhl et al., this issue).
Korean mummies appear to survive, not through any
deliberate process, nor the normal arid or permafrost
burial conditions, but because the lime/soil mixture
barrier placed around the wooden coffin formed a seal-
ant, creating a microenvironment within which decom-
position was halted (I. Lee, E.-J. Lee et al. 2009:310).
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Some of the Sicilian mummies, particularly those of
more recent date, exhibit deliberate attempts at enhanc-
ing preservation. In some cases embalming techniques
have been applied, and in others structural features
enabled bodily fluids to flow away and so encouraged
mummification. These interventions may lead to com-
plex post-death biographies (Fornaciari et al. 2010;
Panzer, Zink et al. 2010). Nevertheless, the main factor
in survival in crypts or chapels, based on recent analyses
of remains in Palermo, Piraino, Savoca, and Novara di
Sicilia, has been the desiccating atmosphere (Piombino-
Mascali, Panzer et al. 2011). A checklist for recording
the state of preservation of soft tissue using data from
CT scans has been developed using the Palermo
mummies (Panzer, Augat et al. 2018).

The coffins of the more affluent classes in Britain
often had several layers, called “shells,” and from the
later 18th century normally included a lead layer to
help preserve the body and limit smells—and the
supposed unhygienic miasma—spreading up to the
congregation above (Litten 2002; Mytum 2004). It is
noteworthy that the Polish and Finnish remains, even
of individuals placed in highly prestigious locations
and with elaborate grave clothing, were only placed
in single-layer wooden coffins, albeit sometimes
elaborately decorated. Thus, some well-preserved re-
mains in Britain are due to the effective sealing of the
lead coffin, but in many cases there and across Eu-
rope it was the desiccating conditions beneath church
floors—in either earthen graves or within crypts with
circulating air—that created conditions in which
mummification was possible.

Medicine

Traditionally, mummies have been investigated bymed-
ical researchers, and so their main focus has been on
cause of death and the medical conditions that the mum-
mified person had to endure (Pap et al. 1999; Piombino-
Mascali, Kozakaitė et al. 2014; Seiler et al. 2017). X
rays can provide information on the skeleton and have
been applied extensively in Sicily and Korea (Shin et al.
2003; Piombino-Mascali, Panzer et al. 2011:27–28),
though they can also be used to identify cultural items
hidden within textiles (Gostner et al. 2013). Many of the
traditional skeletal studies can be achieved through
these means. Stable-isotope analysis of dense bone
was also undertaken on Sicilian remains (Piombino-
Mascali, Panzer et al. 2011:29).

Recent developments in CT scanning have allowed
more extensive noninvasive examination of mummified
remains, and this has transformed the subject, as many
more cadavers are available in these circumstances.
These scans revealed some information in their own
right, but further processing of the data creates 3-D
virtual-reality images of internal organs that transform
the level of interpretation possible without dissection
(Lim et al. 2008). Parasites linked to individuals can
sometimes be identified with skeletonized remains, but
this is more easily achieved with mummies (Pye, this
issue). Examples include those from the intestines of the
Korean general Gyeongsun, who died in 1622 (I. Lee,
E.-J. Lee et al. 2009:317), and an 18th- or 19th-century
Palermomummy infested with whipworm (Kumm et al.
2010).

The survival of tissue offers the opportunity to study
mummified skin surfaces, including skin structure
(Chang et al. 2006) and any tattoos or other decorative
treatments, as well as to record fingerprints. Recent
developments in limited physical intervention and rehy-
dration have allowed fingerprinting to be achieved at a
high standard (Fields and Kimberley Molina 2008).

Cultural Approaches

Mummified remains reveal many aspects of the culture
in which the individual lived and died. These can be
considered at both the scale of the individual—
providing a particularly rich range of sources to compile
personal biographies—and, from a number of inter-
ments––cultural trends in burial dress and body treat-
ment. The frequent survival of textiles and vegetation
provides many opportunities to add to the under-
standing of postmortem treatment and pre-
depositional display of the corpse and what may
accompany the interment.

The medical approaches to the mummified remains,
combined with any associated historical sources, can
together create a rich narrative of the life of the individ-
ual, albeit often with a focus on physical conditions,
accidents, and aspects of diet. Clothing may reflect
social status and occupation, and, in some cases, the
patterns of wear, repair, and reuse of clothing can reflect
either long personal association with the deceased or the
circulation of clothing items before final disposal within
a mortuary context. In some cases corpses were interred
wearing their everyday clothes, revealing how clothing
was used in combination. Vicar Rungius had a range of
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high-status clothing items, whilst for the burial of Swed-
ish vicar Winstrup only some clothing was used, with
fabric strips wrapped around parts of the body instead
(Väre et al., this issue). It is notable that later burials in
Finland had special funerary clothing, a trend that has
also been noted in England, suggesting both a change in
attitude regarding the way the deceased should be treat-
ed and also the emergence of funerary professionals
with access to specialized products (Janaway 1993,
1998; Litten 2002). These may be incomplete, but suit-
able for appearances in the coffin, and made in ways that
would not last in normal circumstances, with limited
stitching and no hems. The variety of clothing used
within British graves has been recently reviewed by
Cherryson (2018). A Korean example of a clothed
mummy being studied in a multidisciplinary project is
provided by E.-J. Lee, Oh et al. (2013).

Age, gender, and occupation can affect mortuary
behaviors, as seen by the high proportion of clerics
and high-status individuals within the mummified pop-
ulation, as these were the people who were interred in
locations most likely to lead to high levels of preserva-
tion. Clothing also was clearly used to reveal
occupation and status, but research on children
by Lipkin, Ruhl et al. (this issue) reveals how
complex the treatment and accompanying material
culture can be, even for infants.

The odors associated with decomposition have al-
ready been noted, and various strategies to reduce these
occur widely, sometimes through spread of ideas, but
also independently solved by those responsible for pre-
paring the bodies for interment. In Britain the lead lining
of wooden coffins was one solution, and in North
America sealed cast-iron coffins could have provided a
similar result. These sealed conditions may lead to high
levels of preservation, though they can also create mi-
croenvironments that assist decay; in many cases, how-
ever, the containers do not remain airtight in the long
term, so decay trajectories can lead to very poor preser-
vation. One of the most frequently chosen methods for
the amelioration of odors was the incorporation of aro-
matic vegetation within the coffin, noted as macroscopic
remains found around bodies in British and Finnish
coffins (Cherryson et al. 2012:78–79; Tranberg 2016),
and placed in body cavities in Palermo, identified by
macrofossils and pollen (Piombino-Mascali, Panzer
et al. 2011).

The discovery of well-preserved human remains in-
dicates some particular qualities of the deceased within

several belief systems within the historical period. Both
Taoist and Buddhist explanations of such survival have
been documented with reference to medieval and more
recent miraculous defying of decay (Sharf 1992). The
mummy of a Korean general Gyeongsun (1561–1622)
was buried in clothing as stipulated by Confucianist
ritual codes (I. Lee, E.-J. Lee et al. 2009:316).

Roman Catholic recognition of incorruptibility of the
flesh as a potential sign of sanctity is documented from
medieval times to the present (Geisbusch 2008;
Freeman 2011). Sensory factors—not only visible pres-
ervation, but also smell (Brazinski and Fryxell 2013)––
could also be significant in the process of assigning
saintly status. First-class relics are parts of the saints
themselves, second-class relics are surviving material
culture found directly associated with a saintly corpse,
such as textiles and a wooden staff or crozier. Both were
accorded a high status and often have many miracles
attributed to them (Smith 2015). One mummified saint
with associated material culture could therefore generate
numerous distinct relics, and, as a result, the deceased
corpse may not only have a much longer biography than
it did whilst alive, but also more geographically dis-
persed and multiple-relic life histories. Third-class relics
are those items that have touched first-class relics, so
there is, potentially, an infinite number of third-class
relics, but these are very much less venerated than
first- and second-class relics. The cult of relics is still
part of Roman Catholic and Orthodox church theology
and practice, ensuring both the preservation of mummi-
fied remains in these contexts and their continued cul-
tural significance, though limiting archaeological study.

Ethics

Ethics and practice in the excavation, analysis, and
display of late medieval and postmedieval human
remains are framed around the religious and cul-
tural contexts of their discovery and the resultant
legislative frameworks that also control and influ-
ence the agency of the researcher. In addition,
there are archaeological and scientific ethical prin-
ciples that apply, though these are not always in
correspondence with other perspectives. As most
historical burials were interred within church-
controlled burial grounds, particularly in Europe,
but also in many other colonized areas, the impor-
tance of the relevant denominational perspective
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on human remains is often a major factor in eth-
ical discussions and in structuring practice (Advi-
sory Panel on the Archaeology of Burials in En-
gland [APABE] 2005, 2017). There are also mu-
seological perspectives that operate for those
mummies in secular museum contexts, but these
views also interact with wider secular social per-
spectives of the dead and also the diversity of
religious opinion regarding treatment of the dead.
As mummies are amongst the human remains most
fascinating to visitors, church and museum author-
ities have often developed policies regarding their
conservation and visibility, particularly in the face
of the rise in “dark tourism” (Walter 2009), of
which thanatourism is particularly relevant
(Seaton 2002; Young and Light 2016).

A bioarchaeological perspective of ethics has
been elaborated by Walker (2000), using wider
scientific and UNESCO statements to outline the
following three fundamental rules: human remains
should be treated with dignity and respect, descen-
dants should have the authority to control the
disposition of the remains of their relatives, and
preservation of archaeological collections of human
remains is an ethical imperative, owing to their
importance for understanding the history of the
human species. However, these statements raise
as many questions as they resolve. In the first,
the key debate is over what is considered dignified
and respectful; in the second, who the descendants
are—genetic, cultural or religious. Not surprising-
ly, bioarchaeologists consider the third ethic un-
problematic; it is not discussed at all by Walker
(2000:21–24). In contrast, the advice of the Soci-
ety for Historical Archaeology (1993) is brief, but
does recognize the highly contextual nature of any
policy and practice:

All human remains must be treated in a dignified
manner and with respect for the deceased individ-
uals. Due to the wide range of potential situations,
specific treatment and the ultimate deposition of
human remains must be handled case by case and
in accordance with applicable laws and religious
traditions.

With this in mind, some of the laws and traditions
that shape historical mortuary archaeology are worthy of
further consideration.

Ethics of Excavation and Scientific Analysis

The diversity of denominational attitudes toward human
remains, in general, and ones with remarkable preserva-
tion, in particular, varies greatly. It is therefore not
possible to review here all the different perspectives on
human remains, but several numerically significant ap-
proaches are provided here. Even within a denomination
much may depend on the local controllers of the burial
ground, whether secular administrators or religious
leaders, as to how they consider that the denominational
f ramework should be appl ied and in what
circumstances.

The Roman Catholic Church has long considered
human remains important (Weiss-Krejci 2013), but that
there was no need tomaintain the integrity of the body is
exemplified by the numerous charnel houses where the
remains of those disturbed by the interring of subse-
quent burials could be placed (Musgrave 1997; Kenzler
2015). During times when prayers for the soul of the
deceased were particularly prominent, these charnel
houses were themselves foci for prayer. In some cases,
Our Lady of the Conception of the Capuchins, Rome,
and the Sedlec Ossuary, Czech Republic, for example,
human remains could be used to create visually striking
reminders of human mortality (Quigley 2001;
Koudounaris 2011).

Protestant churches have a variety of views regarding
the body, stemming from reactions to Catholic teachings
at the time of the Reformation. Tarlow (2010) has
demonstrated, however, that individuals’ sincerely held
religious or philosophical beliefs have a complex rela-
tionship with their emotions and actual practice both in
the early modern period and today. For some religious
groups, human remains can be treated the same as any
category of finds recovered in excavation, for
others they are fundamentally different and require
particular treatment.

Archaeologists have considered their ethical posi-
tions regarding the excavation and study of remains
from the relatively recent past. This was brought to the
fore by the Spitalfields crypt clearance, which some
considered to be inappropriate, given the volume of data
known from historical sources, the relatively recent
dates of death, and that known descendants could be
traced, whilst others saw these factors as positives (Cox
1997). Sayer (2017) has also considered the ethics of
excavating human remains, including historical re-
mains, in advance of development and the attitudes of
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the British public toward archaeologists excavating
cemeteries. Lipkin and Kallio-Seppä (this issue)
note that they have a policy of not publishing
facial images of mummies.

Sarah Tarlow’s recent (Tarlow 2016b) edited volume
of European case studies has reference to ethics in only
two chapters—her own (Tarlow 2016a) and that of
another British author, Angela Boyle (2016). Not one
of the nine European contributors mention ethics even
once. Indeed, very little on this subject has been ad-
dressed in print for most of the Continent, a situation
also reflected in the other articles here, two recent Polish
monographs, and in the numerous studies of the Paler-
mo mummies (Piombino-Mascali, Panzer et al. 2011;
Grupa, Kozłowski, Jankauskas et al. 2015; Grupa,
Kozłowski, Krajewska et al. 2015). This does not mean
that negotiations and permissions were not undertaken,
but, rather, this is not seen as requiring comment or
acknowledgment. Ethics are highly contextual, as the
recent studies in Giles and Williams (2016) indicate
with the diversity of approaches within the British pro-
fession, the public, and across Europe; research in Fin-
land also involves highly contextualized agreements
between the various stakeholders, with privacy being a
major consideration, within the code of ethics for Finn-
ish archaeologists (Suomen Arkeologinen Seura 2017;
Lipkin and Kallio-Seppä, this issue).

Non-Christian religions also have very varied atti-
tudes toward human remains; the views of indigenous
groups in North America and Australia are now well
known in archaeological circles, but the same applies to
all religions, though within these, as within Christianity,
there may be little agreement; investigations of Jewish
graves have become increasingly sensitive (Colomer
2014). It is notable that in Korea there is also a signif-
icant role for descendants. Invasive investigations of
medieval and later mummies were not allowed by fam-
ilies, who wished to reinter or cremate the remains (I.
Lee, Kim et al. 2007:559). Associated material culture,
including wooden coffins, textiles, and even books,
could be retained in museums, and noninvasive
methods, such as radiography and endoscopy, could
often be employed, but it was the development of 3-D
tomography that transformed noninvasive investigation
and has often proved acceptable to descendants. As a
result, within the terms of the Vermillion Accord (World
Archaeological Congress 1989), CT scans have
been conducted on a number of mummified
corpses. Archaeologists therefore have to be

particularly sensitive and aware of the particular
contexts within which they may work.

Ethics of Display

The display of human remains within Roman Catholic
ritual contexts is accepted and is functionally associated
with theology and liturgy; its policy was retained in the
Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) in 1963, with
regulations regarding authentication last outlined in
2017. The human remains—mummified or skeletal—
provide a prompt for prayer and contemplation of hu-
man mortality, and, in the case of saints’ relics, with the
potential for miracles. The contrasting views of the
Protestant Church of England are discussed below, but
other Protestant contexts are more relaxed. In Finland,
the display of mummified remains was made accessible
to interested visitors; Nikolaus Rungius was placed in a
glass-lidded coffin under trapdoors in the floor of
Keminmaa church during the 1930s in order to protect
him from the visitors who came to see the remains (Väre
et al., this issue).

Mummies have traditionally been a feature of many
museum collections and displays, but in recent years
there have been some professional concerns with the
motivations behind displays and of the visitors who
flock to observe the remains (Swain 2002; Curtis
2003; Jenkins 2011). The concern with the display of
human remains has sometimes also included skeletal
material, but has most often been regarding remains
with soft tissue—bog bodies and mummies. Recent
work in England has revealed a public acceptance and
desire for sensitive and educational mummy displays
(Exell 2016). Some of the mummies in the Palermo
Capuchin Catacombs are now a significant secular tour-
ist attraction; the ethics and social implications of their
display as an attraction have been recently published by
Polzer (2018).

Values, Beliefs, and Practices: The Example
of England

England contains many historical burial grounds con-
tinuing from the Middle Ages and now under Protestant
Anglican control. Nonconformist denominations, such
as Baptists and Quakers, created their own burial
grounds from the 18th century onwards, enabling inter-
ment without Anglican clerical interference, but most
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burial was controlled by the Anglican church well into
the 19th century. From the 1820s, independent cemeter-
ies began to be established, often by Nonconformists,
but with provision for all denominations, at last breaking
the Anglican church monopoly. From the middle of the
19th century, most urban Anglican churchyards were
closed to new burial, and local government cemeteries
were created in many places, with areas for each de-
nomination (with those consecrated by the Church of
England then having some control by the church); in
rural areas Anglican churchyards have continued in use
up to the present day. Control of burial grounds—and
any access by archaeologists—therefore varies consid-
erably, though often involves the Church of England.

Secular Legislation

English secular law provides part of the structure that
affects archaeological practice with regard to burial. For
historical archaeology, in most cases, heritage law is
irrelevant—laws created largely regarding health con-
cerns are those that are significant.

Public pressure from the effects of bodysnatching to
supply cadavers for medical student training eventually
led to the passing of the 1832 Anatomy Act, whereby
those dying in institutions and unclaimed by families
could be suppl ied to medical schools , and
bodysnatching was no longer a threat (Mytum and
Webb 2018). This issue was particularly problematic
because in English and Scottish law the human corpse
cannot be treated as property and therefore cannot be
stolen (Woodhead 2013). Therefore, more-ancient hu-
man remains cannot be property, which makes them
something of an anomaly within cultural heritage man-
agement. For archaeologists, the Burial Act of 1857 is
still significant, as it set up arrangements for the distur-
bance of human remains. The most common reason for
which the act was designed came from families that had
purchased a family plot in a cemetery and wished to
exhume already deceased family members and rebury
them together in the family grave space. In effect, in
terms of the 1857 Burial Act, archaeological excavation
is seen as exhumation.

The Home Office—one of the British government
departments—was until recently responsible for licens-
ing the removal of human remains—including archaeo-
logical excavation—under the 1857 Burial Act, though
for those under Anglican control the church also needed
to give permission and could set conditions. The church

was relatively effective in enforcement, but the secular
authorities did not have this as a high priority, and the
rules regarding treating remains were often flouted (Say-
er 2009:200). The Human Tissue Act 2004 requires a
license when human remains are less than 100 years old
(White 2013), with implications for clearance in ad-
vance of development where burials come from the
early 20th century.

The British government established a new Ministry
of Justice in 2007, with responsibilities including ad-
ministration of the 1857 Burial Act. This new ministry
decided that licenses were not required for archaeolog-
ical excavation, in contrast to the previous Home Office
interpretation. This removed a large amount of bureau-
cracy, though faculty permission was still required from
Anglican burial grounds. However, in 2008 the ministry
reintroduced controls, this time more draconian than
those of the Home Office, imposing a two-year time
limit during which excavated remains could remain
available for study before being reburied (Moshenska
2009; Parker Pearson et al. 2011:6). There is usually a
time limit set on remains excavated from Anglican-
controlled burial grounds, but this ruling affected pre-
historic and Roman, as well as Christian burials, includ-
ing those of groups with no concerns over the retention
of human remains, such as the Quakers. Protests from
archaeologists mounted, some exceptions were allowed,
and then in 2010 a campaign was started in the media
and by lobbying Parliament for a more balanced inter-
pretation of the secular law.

During 2011 the secular policy was changed once
again, allowing retention of newly excavated human
remains within museums (Parker Pearson et al.
2011:7–9). Unfortunately, these various interpretations
of the 1857 legislation indicate that it is not fit for
purpose in the 21st century, but there is no political
appetite to introduce more-effective burial legislation.
Much stronger controls on quality of operation, but also
limitations on study, remain for the Anglican-controlled
burials.

Ecclesiastical Legislation

The Church of England (Anglican, Episcopalian) is the
established Protestant church with its own particular
place within the British constitution, with some of its
bishops sitting in the House of Lords, and its own
parallel legislative system (canon law). Permission to
work on consecrated ground—including archaeological
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excavation or exhumation—requires permission. The
application is submitted to the diocesan advisory com-
mittee, which considers the proposal and makes a rec-
ommendation (to approve, approve subject to condi-
tions, or refuse) to the chancellor, who makes the final
decision. The chancellor is a lawyer who is judge of the
bishop’s consistory court, which acts as the arena for
hearing appeals against faculty decisions in that diocese.

Recent developments in the faculty process copy
changes in the secular system, so a statement of signif-
icance and statement of need now accompany any ap-
plication. These statements are of considerable impor-
tance, as the church’s default position is that human
remains should not be disturbed, so justification has to
be provided. Chancellors base their decisions on canon
law and local precedent and tradition, so rulings in one
diocese may not be identical to those in another. For
example, one diocese may allow a research excavation
within a church to obtain samples for DNA analysis
from a particular burial to help clarify the identity of
an individual, and another may refuse this as inappro-
priate, as what is deemed an effective argument within a
statement of need would vary. For those burials under
Anglican control, the legal interpretation of the Ministry
of Justice means that matters are now simplified for
excavations of Anglican burials, temporary storage or
handling of human remains outside consecrated
ground (for example for archaeological/osteological
analysis), and then reinterment. These are all done under
canon law only, and the secular authorities are not
involved at all.

Although almost all medieval burials were of Roman
Catholics and within that denomination’s theological
understanding of human remains, the Anglican church
is recognized as the continuance of the Catholic tradition
in England and Wales, and so takes on that role for
ground that is still consecrated; for other medieval
burials, such as those at monasteries abandoned after
the Dissolution, this does not apply, and only secular
legislation is valid.

Relevant stakeholders may not only be Christian
groups; some Jews objected to the analysis of human
remains from a medieval Jewish burial ground in York
(Lilley et al. 1994), causing the cessation of scientific
study of the remains and their removal to a Manchester
synagogue until they could be returned for reburial on
the site fromwhich they had come. In Britain this was an
early case that highlighted the variation in cultural atti-
tudes toward the treatment of human remains and which

began the debate on the ethics and practice of their
scientific study.

National Professional Standards both for Fieldwork
and for Subsequent Analysis

In the last 20 years the Anglican church has clarified and
codified its attitudes, with a working group of members
proposed by the Church of England and Historic England
preparing guidance (APABE 2005). The English scientific
community wishing to remove and study human remains
bases its principles on general cultural ethical values, as
exemplified in the secular legal structure and with an
assumption that increase in knowledge is to be encouraged
(British Association of Biological Anthropology and
Osteoarchaeology Working-Group for Ethics and Practice
2010). The Anglican church has revised its policies in the
light of experience and new scientific analyses requiring
much smaller samples (APABE 2017). In between these
two reviews, some pagans attempted to change the guide-
lines regarding retention of prehistoric remains, though in
the end this was unsuccessful (Thackray and Payne 2009;
Wallis and Blain 2011). Religious communities may also
claim consideration regarding the treatment of human
remains, as with the case of the Roman Catholic Cistercian
order becoming involved with the burials at the site of the
Cistercian abbey of St. Mary Stratford Langthorne, Lon-
don, lost at the Dissolution and since built over, but where
human remains were excavated during development
(APABE 2017:28–29). Some large-scale infrastructure
projects requiring clearance of burial grounds can also
involve a combination of archaeologists and exhumation
contractors, which can lead to collaboration and effective-
ness if the project design is well considered (Emery and
Wooldridge 2011).

Conclusions

Mummies provide numerous opportunities for increas-
ing understanding of many aspects of the past, with a
focus on sensory experiences surrounding death and
burial visitation (Kallio-Seppä and Tranberg, this issue),
on identity and body treatment (Lipkin, Ruhl et al., this
issue; Pye, this issue), and in terms of individual biog-
raphy (Lipkin, Niinimäki et al., this issue; Väre et al.,
this issue). The medical conditions identifiable from soft
tissue through new techniques, such as scanning and the
obtaining of very small samples for analysis, mean that
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methodological advances continue to offer new oppor-
tunities. The articles here show the strength of combin-
ing cultural and scientific perspectives (including med-
ical perspectives where appropriate); traditionally,
mummy research has had too great a focus on
the medical aspects, with results not well integrat-
ed with wider cultural understanding. Indeed, these
articles reveal the vibrant state of a multidisciplin-
ary, historical mortuary-research environment
(Mytum and Burgess 2018a).

Just as incorporating past cultural context has be-
come increasingly significant in the study of mum-
mified human remains, in some parts of the world
ethical consideration beyond that of scientists has
now become more significant. There is no doubt that
ethical concerns regarding archaeological treatment
and study of historical human remains have been of
greater prominence in Britain than in Europe, though
in the Finnish context the ethical issues have been
explicit and discussed between interested parties,
even if not greatly expanded upon in print (Lipkin
and Kallio-Seppä, this issue). In North America
burials of nonindigenous peoples have been center
stage, though this has often influenced a more sensi-
tive and collaborative relationship with stakeholders,
including descendant communities, as well as legally
responsible gatekeepers (Beaudry 2009).

A review of the British situation reveals protocols
and associated justifications that have taken time, argu-
ment, and, on occasion, conflict to define and refine.
Learning from these lessons may allow other countries
to develop effective ways of incorporating appropriate
ethical frameworks within all aspects of protection, ex-
cavation, analysis, display, storage, and reburial of
mummified and, indeed, human skeletal remains in their
specific contexts.
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