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ABSTRACT 

When a Native American or Aboriginal Tasmanian speaks of human remains as his 

‘ancestors’, political correctness requires museums address the issue even where they have 

no comprehension of the other’s worldview or theology. When similar terms are used by 

British Pagans, all too often museums dismiss them as nonsense; in reaction, Pagans build 

negative views of those who retain custody of what they consider to be the human remains of 

their ancestors. This was clearly presented in the expensive public consultation undertaken 

when a Druid group requested the reburial of human remains held in the care of English 

Heritage (2006 – 9). What is this Pagan voice, and on what basis do some Pagans consider 

themselves intimately related to human remains that may be 2000 years old or more? What 

language would be better employed by museums and heritage organisations in such 

discussions about British-based expressions of religious interest? 

________________________ 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

At the beginning of this conference, it was my honour to say a few words of welcome to all 

who have gathered for this day of talks and discussion that is HAD’s first independently 

organised conference.  Having heard the presentations given by our previous speakers, it now 

falls to me to explain a little more about this organisation, Honouring the Ancient Dead, now 

referred to as HAD, what motivated its inception and indeed this conference.  In doing so, I 

shall say something of HAD’s structure, its work and aims, and the difficulties and the 

successes it has faced over the five years since it was founded in 2004.  I shall point out some 

of the ill-informed assumptions that circulate about it, myths that allow people to feel it to be 

overly provocative or otherwise misguided.  I shall also clarify this notion of a Pagan Voice: 

what do modern British Pagans believe, and why are human remains so very important to 

some of them?  Indeed, is there a single voice that can be heard within the modern Pagan 

community? 

 

Before I begin, however, I would add a point to explain perhaps the form of my paper as I 

present it today.  It is not my purpose to stand alongside the academics and professionals who 

have spoken before me and express myself in the same language; to do so would entail, in 

many places, some unnecessary repetition, apart from being disingenuous, for I am neither an 

academic nor a professional in the heritage sector.  My role here is to speak as the volunteer 

that I am, working in my very limited spare time for HAD: a Druid, an animist, a priest.  

Perhaps more than anything, then, I hope to express the personal Pagan perspective, not as 

the representative of all Pagans, but as an example of a Pagan, and one whose interest in 

human remains, particularly British human remains, is acute enough to have led me to be 

standing here today, alongside the academics and professionals. 



 

As if to emphasise my lack of academic qualifications, I shall now take the topics to be 

covered, as listed above, and somewhat randomly, if poetically, rearrange the order. 

 

PAGAN AND SACRED 

 

What, then, is Honouring the Ancient Dead?  Our Statement of Intention begins with the 

following words: ‘Honouring the Ancient Dead (HAD) is an organisation with its principal 

focus on the physical remains of ancient and historical pagan culture within the British Isles. 

Its aims are to ensure that appropriate care is given by those involved in the unearthing, 

studying, storing and display of such remains. HAD works on the basis that, within modern 

British Pagan traditions, such remains are considered worthy of profound respect, and in 

many Pagan religions are felt to be sacred.’ 

 

They are simple words, words however that may be immediately provocative to some who 

feel protective of their own position as scientists or custodians either of such human remains, 

or of their knowledge about them, and their archaeological or historical context. Yet, it is 

worth exploring just which words are potentially those that are problematic.  Appropriate care 

and profound respect are ideas I shall address later, but I begin with two more: Pagan and 

sacred. 

 

We can set aside pagan, with a small ‘p’ if you like, as simply a term that describes the social 

norm of the people of the isles of Britain before the spread of Christianity.  With a capital ‘p’, 

I am referring to the modern faith community, and it is this that I shall talk of here, in part to 

explain the basic premise of HAD, but also to suggest some background philosophy or 

theology about other Pagan individuals and organisations who have been so assertively vocal 

with regard to the subject of ancestral human remains.  What is it within Paganism that 

inspires such interest in the remains of the dead? 

 

Paganism, in twenty-first century Britain, is as diverse as Christianity now is around the 

world.  Like Christianity, however, it is possible to suggest a set of foundational beliefs that 

are shared by all who ascribe to the faith, though no doubt – and this is true perhaps of both 

traditions - the semantics and details could be (and are) debated ad nauseam, and in many 

cases ad absurdum.   

 

For the purpose of this paper, then, I take courage from the moment to lay down my own 

suggestion, and propose that the basic beliefs shared by the vast majority of Pagans (or even 

all Pagans) are those of perceiving sanctity in nature.  Crucially, however, I do not mean 

solely in nonhuman nature, in the romantic notion of some virgin wilderness of land, sea and 

sky untouched by humanity; Paganism is primarily an exploration of the point at which we as 

human beings engage with the world around us, and thus by nature I include human nature, 

ancestry, story (history) and heritage.  Paganism is a philosophy, a spirituality and a religion 

that inspires its adherents to understand the broad wholeness that is nature, within and around 

us, in order to cease fighting nature, stumbling clumsily, stressfully, forever wrestling with 

scarcity, discomfort, resentment and conflict.  It teaches us to live fully yet respectfully, in 

step with nature, with the peace and creativity that brings genuine spiritual wealth.  It is a 

tradition that shows us how to find harmony with and within our immediate context in time 

and space, and to contribute to that context appropriately, as an integral part of nature and its 

temporal and geographical ecological webs. 

 



Sacred, then, is an important word to grasp within Paganism, for its gods are seldom 

conceived as transcendent of nature (or supernatural).  Indeed, nothing is really outside 

nature, or nothing that is remotely relevant to us as human beings.  That which imbues 

something with sanctity is most often perceived as inherent, immediate, immanent: it is life, 

intention, consciousness, purposiveness, the touch of a god, a force of nature, or even an 

ancestor – in other words, that which brings something into the vibrancy of its specific being, 

whether as river, stone or human being, or anything else.  Nature is sacred.   

 

Yet, if nature is sacred, and nature is everything, then everything is sacred.  So when a Pagan 

speaks of human remains being sacred, what does he mean? 

 

I would suggest that he is talking about relationship.  For when everything is sacred, it is only 

through the act of creating meaningful relationships within the world around us that we find 

our values, our code of ethics, and are thus guided in our decision-making and behaviour.  It 

is of course not possible to make profound relationships with everything, so as individuals we 

choose, consciously and subconsciously, drawn by that which inspires us, which talks to us, 

teaches us, nourishes us, waking us from complacency into a life made meaningful by more 

poignant and satisfying interaction and creativity.  We choose that which we relate to, and 

through our relating we experience what in Paganism is felt to be so very important: our 

sense of being connected, integral to and wholly integrated with our human and nonhuman 

environment. 

 

For many Pagans, then, among the numerous sacred relationships that enrich their lives, it is 

the landscape, and those that lived, loved and died upon it, that mean the most to them.  

When a Pagan feels connected to a landscape, he is equally connected to those that lived 

there before him.  This is his tribe, and I use the word in a Pagan sense (as defined in my 

ethics book, Living With Honour) whereby it includes all those who thrive within an 

ecosystem, who identify themselves with that place, human and nonhuman, alive and dead.  

Should that landscape be threatened, he will defend it.  Should remains of the dead be 

disinterred, it will touch him deeply, for these are his ancestors, regardless of blood.  They are 

a part of his tribe.   

 

It was this visceral sense of connection with landscape and the dead that inspired the 

founding of HAD back in May 2004.  During the Public Enquiry about plans for Stonehenge, 

I had decided to make a presentation simply to express the need for the developers to bear in 

mind that for many the monument and its surrounding landscape was a sacred and living 

temple: it is a place that connects so many eras and their societies, and so poignantly with its 

solar, lunar, stellar alignments casting yet more connecting threads, and all at a place where 

ancient roads diverge heading west.  I myself had been a priest dedicated to the place and 

working there for some years.  Perhaps because I was the only one to talk of these issues as 

primary, following my presentation I was asked to meet with the key members of the 

development group.  Willing to listen to my requests to be allowed to make ritual, to have 

input about archaeological finds, in particular human remains, their only concern was that I 

was a sole voice.  I had, in fact, secured backing from a good many Druid groups before the 

day, including all the large Druid Orders, but I was not speaking for Paganism.  Could I? 

 

Paganism has been dismissed as a ‘pick and mix’ religion.  If it were, it would certainly make 

it harder to find a single voice that might validly express its position.  So is it?  Absolutely.  

Although the term is meant to be clever, patronising or insultingly comedic, many Pagans 

would (and do) happily, even proudly, agree with it.  This is not monotheism based on one 



scripture, one God, one truth.  Most strands of Paganism encourage the student to explore all 

that is on offer within the almost limitless array of nature’s cornucopia, to find which of the 

numerous gods and areas of natural philosophy most richly inspire in them dedication, 

service and devotion.  It is definitively and comprehensively pluralistic.  To someone who 

finds trust only in scientific or monotheistic certainty, this extravagance of options must seem 

childishly unconstrained.  Yet, the vastness of nature demands of the Pagan student a 

curiosity, focus and inner discipline beyond that needed in a religious faith where too many 

questions are deemed heretical.  John McIntyre, currently president of the Pagan Federation, 

recently spoke of the same issue.  I paraphrase: ‘If one is able to find the necessary inner 

comprehension about how we can be polytheistic, pantheistic and animistic at the same time, 

that is our own mystical endeavour and achievement, even if we are unable to explain it to 

others’.  For the Pagan, perhaps, these things are as hard to rationalise as ascension or 

transubstantiation are within Christianity.  In essence, Pagans find what works for them, in 

their own language, within that broad remit of nature’s sanctity and the importance of 

relationship. 

 

Another indictment thrown at Paganism is that it is inauthentic, re-invented or indeed 

invented from scratch, sentimentally and manipulatively in order to serve some irrational 

hippy agenda.  The purpose of these comments is simply to dismiss Pagans as practising a 

‘religion’ without foundation, and so to justify the ignoring of any requests, contributions or 

expressions of interest made by them.   

 

Accusing Paganism of being inauthentic again misses the point, revealing only the ignorance 

of the one making the accusation.  There are some organisations within the Pagan community 

that, like historical re-enactment societies, use every documented, folkloric, mythic and 

archaeological clue to discover just what our ancestors may have been doing in some chosen 

era of these islands.  The vast majority of Pagans are not so particular, though, many feeling 

that being British, with their feet on the lands of Britain, is a good enough foundation.  After 

all, they are not looking to reconstruct a religion that existed 8000 or 2000 years ago, or even 

500 or 50 years ago.  It is much simpler than that: the path they are walking is that which the 

people of these lands have walked for millennia.  It is natural British spirituality.   

 

Languaged by the blackbird in the hawthorn, the wind in the oak, the rain on the buttercups 

of the meadow, the soft sunshine in the barley, it has been expressed in every field ploughed 

and sown, every song sung of love and loss, in Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Blake and 

Betjeman.  It is in the muddy fingernails of each gardener, the prayers of each farmer looking 

for rain, the courage of each mother yelling as she gives birth to the next generation, the 

footsteps of each hiker making his way across the moors.  It is our heritage, and that cannot 

be broken and reconnected, for as a people we have not left and returned.  Paganism is the 

interaction between the people and the land, seas and skies of home.  It is not defined by its 

gods, for its gods are not forces of authority to be obeyed: they are the air we breathe, the 

stories we hear, the wisdom and cravings that guide us forward – all of us, for they are the 

context within which we live. 

 

It may be that a person who does not perform the rites, sing the prayers or make offerings to 

the gods, does not call themselves Pagan, despite feeling the same spiritual connectedness.  

But many who call themselves Pagan do none of these things either, being content simply to 

recognise the beauty, power and value of nature around them, and to live accordingly. 

 



Paganism is a broad sweeping brush of beliefs and practices, as it always has been; nature 

and landscape and communities are equally diverse.  If we accept this, then it is easy to 

understand that Pagans are not solely interested in the remains of ancestors who were 

themselves pagan.  It doesn’t matter when a person lived, or what they believed: if they were 

buried in the land that we call home, they fall within our duty of care.  All ancestors of our 

land are our ancestors - members of our tribe, our environment, our context - and as such 

they require equal consideration.  They are sacred. 

 

BODY AND SOUL 

 

If we are looking for the implications of Pagan diversity, what we see can be misleading.  

Religious practices can appear to point to differences in belief; in Paganism, for example, we 

may have Heathens keeping the Anglo-Saxon festivals, Wiccans celebrating the cycles of the 

moon, Druids performing the seasonal and solar rites; however, although perhaps held on 

different days, in different environments with different prayers, each of these will be seeking 

to do roughly the same thing.  Allowing the participant to locate themselves within the course 

of the year, to honour the changing tides of nature, giving thanks to their gods, making 

offerings or sacrifice in order to hold pace with changes to come, at the same time the ritual 

connects them to their ancestors whose stories in many ways they are repeating: living, 

loving, laughing, losing, learning how to give and take and let go.  It is differences in the 

underlying beliefs held by Pagans, however, that are more pertinent to this discussion, and 

these are not so easily separated into the various Pagan traditions or religious faiths 

mentioned above - Heathenry, Wicca and Druidry, or indeed others. 

 

These different underlying beliefs are concerned with the basic metaphysics of nature, of life 

and death.  With few Pagan traditions providing authoritative explanations, most Pagans’ 

views are personal interpretations of poetry, ritual and mythology, interwoven with their own 

cultural background, emotional experience, and religious and philosophical learning.  I have 

spoken of nature’s sanctity, our sense of connection to nature, and the consequent sense of 

the ancestors as sacred, but it is the Pagan’s metaphysical beliefs that inform their feelings as 

to just how important are those ancestors’ remains, together with related artefacts and the 

burial sites where they were disinterred, and indeed how those human remains should then be 

treated. 

 

Within Paganism, the usual divide found in secular culture is not so common: on the one 

hand there is the materialist or physicalist for whom there is nothing but the mortal stuff of 

bodies, and on the other the dualist who believes that separate from the body is the mind 

(soul, spirit or essence).  In Paganism, although there are some physicalists, they are a 

minority.  In opposition to the dualists, it is the animists and pansychists, and to some extent 

the pantheists and panentheists, whose worldview is so distinctly different. 

 

Rather than holding to an objective philosophical narration here, perhaps I can simply 

describe my own position, which is one common in modern Paganism.  I am primarily an 

animist.  In my own terminology, I would call myself a radical animist, as opposed to a 

traditional animist, the latter allowing for some dualistic assumptions. For example, in 

traditional animism, the spirit of a tree or a deer may have an immortal coherence, separate 

from its physicality.  In radical animism this is not the case. 

 

In spiritual terms, I perceive and experience the spirit or essence that is purposeful life in 

every aspect of nature: in a drop of water to an ocean, in a tiny leafbud to a woodland of 



trees, in mud and meadow, in wind and breath, in beetle, fox and human being equally, in 

darkness and in light.  In the language of philosophy, one might call me a panpsychist or 

panexperientialist, for whom that essential consciousness – in a broad sense of the word – is 

the interacting and intentional vibrancy that both creates and sanctifies nature.   

 

So a human being is not a mortal physical shell vitalised by an immortal spirit or soul that 

dwells within it.  The soul, the self, the song (all words that interweave rather than being 

synonymous) is within each particle of being, cohering in an ever-shifting pattern of identity, 

depending upon its interaction at any given time.  Made up of atoms, molecules, genes, cells, 

memories, chemicals, organs, stories, cravings, for a moment I am an individual, in the next I 

am entirely one with my fellow listeners in an audience, with protesters in a crowd, or the 

wind in the trees.  I am British, melded into the shared soul of my people, a part of the 

Cotswold valley that is my home, blended with the mud, breath and rain of the environment.  

I am both an individual mother, at times required to respond as such, tying a shoelace, and 

then part of motherhood as a whole, sometimes human, sometimes mammalian, grieving 

instinctively for the loss of a child as and with every mother who has done so before me.  I 

am a daughter, a granddaughter, identifying with my role, my self formed by that interaction, 

and then wholly filled with the totality of my bloodline, I am the ancestors, the inheritors.  I 

am philosopher, poet, lover, embedded in others’ memories: I am all these, the ‘I’ at times 

minute, atomic, singular, then vast, embracing, my self merged with many, stretching across 

time and space with nature’s interacting threads of connection, sharing, growing, dying, re-

emerging, creating … I am a part of nature. 

 

When I die, some aspect of me seeps into the earth and water of my grave, entering back into 

the carbon, nitrogen and water cycles of nature’s soul, my wet being first, sparkling with 

memory, my bones more slowly dissolving into the body of the earth.  Another aspect of me 

remains in the memories and stories of my community, my family, my legacy.  Yet another 

(often, at least for a while) remains coherent as myself, continuing to walk, to sing, within the 

tribes that I have loved, my presence now a part of the current of my people, holding them, 

guiding them, together with my own ancestors.  Crafted of conscious moments, then, when 

we die it is not the simple annihilation expected by the physicalist, nor the separation of the 

dualist, both of which leave an absence.  There is instead a continuation of being, transformed 

by the moment of death into something more subtle and fluid, but no less present. 

 

In human remains, then, to an animist such as myself, the spirit does not go away; it is still 

present.  Sometimes tingling, shimmering, even pulsating with consciousness, sometimes in 

the soft ache of decay, those tribal connections are still there; the stories, songs and 

memories, the feasting of the individual’s living and the mud of his burial, the rain and the 

tears that made up the flow of journeys over years or centuries, even millennia are still there.  

The acutely sensitive, the seer, the Pagan whose soul is open to believe what he perceives, 

can sit with such bones, holding them, or just breathing with them, meditating, listening, and 

be touched by visions.  Fact and fiction are modern notions dismissed by many Pagans, for it 

isn’t important in such situations to find knowledge or certainty: it is stories that touch us 

when we open our awareness to the underlying hum of consciousness.  It is stories that guide 

us, teach us, nourish us, and build those relationships that allow a sense of connection. 

 

To those who believe that the essence leaves the body at death, whether destroyed by the 

process of dying or detaching to go elsewhere, the physical stuff that is left is no longer seen 

as a person.  A mass of decomposing waste, dirty and dangerous, or dry and soulless, the 

body has no rights, no subjectivity, no experience, no inherent purpose.  It is simply what 



remains, and these remains have become objects.  As objects, they can be used, and they are 

used, most often to sate the curiosity of those who seek tiny details and isolated threads of a 

story by using the modern tools of scientific measurement. 

 

Such words sound anti-scientific, and perhaps they are.  They are certainly profoundly 

sceptical of the true value or benefits of mechanistic science: the last four hundred years or 

so, during which it has utterly transformed so much of the world, have given us incredible 

technological advances, advances that have brought us to a point of undeniable cataclysmic 

unsustainability.  It is not just the animistic Pagans who raise their hands in complete despair 

at the environmental crisis; mechanistic scientists themselves are now measuring the extent of 

the damage and the devastation now immanent. 

 

CARING FOR THE DEAD 

 

So I sit on the floor in another museum, as do many Pagans seeking connections with their 

heritage, seeking to understand, watching visitors meander past the skeletons and skulls of 

their ancestors, as if these were merely more pots on the shelves, pots with tiny and rather 

uninformative labels, for they are often displayed in just the same ways.  And if visitors are 

informed of anything, this is what they leave with: that ancient bones are no more than 

vaguely and briefly interesting objects, things, and things that have little or nothing to do with 

us now.  And I feel the deep urge within to shatter the glass cases, to rescue the bones of the 

dead, and return them to the soft damp mud wherein they can relax, letting go to finish their 

natural cycle of decay.  I freely admit that to be an emotional response, and certainly not one 

that should be expressed physically, but it is important to express it vocally, for it reveals the 

instinctive need to care for the dead of one’s tribe, and that should not be dismissed as 

irrational.  There are good and obvious reasons why a society should maintain a sound and 

comprehensive duty of care for its dead.   

 

In my experience of talking with Pagans about this subject over the past ten years or so, I 

have found the majority of those who have considered the issues hold similar animistic 

beliefs or inclinations to my own.  In other words, whether they have studied the metaphysics 

and theology of their faith, or if their spirituality is based solely upon instinctive convictions, 

they firmly believe that there is something, albeit perhaps beyond their comprehension, that 

remains in or with the bones of the dead that demands respect and consideration. 

 

For some this quality of presence or essence is powerfully evident, and so much so that any 

display of bones is simply offensive; however much a curator tries to recreate the notion of 

the person with his burial context and story explained on posters and labels, the subjective 

personhood of the individual is wholly diminished, the display being basically one of curios 

and artefacts: objects in a glass case.  Furthermore, to store the bones of the dead, as they are, 

in boxes in the storerooms of museums and archaeological units, is to isolate them from the 

natural processes of decay, and thus both to separate them from their tribes and to stall a key 

part of their journey of dissemination and release.  Imagining ancestral bones in a research 

laboratory, submitting to the measuring scrutiny of scientific investigations, just makes me 

shudder. 

 

Equally - and I ask you to recall that I am still speaking of my own perspective, as a radical 

animist, and not on behalf of HAD - the idea of unnecessarily exhuming the dead in the first 

place is always fundamentally unacceptable.  If disturbance is inevitable, due to a landscape 

being redeveloped, then any remains disinterred must be returned to the serenity of a secure 



grave as close by and as soon as is practicable.  We may not be sure why someone has been 

buried in a particular place or way, and there are many arguments about the value of 

considering all the clues that might reveal hints if not certain answers to those questions, but 

what cannot be disputed is that the dead should be left to rest in peace; that is a fundamental 

tenet of our society today.  If we ignore that, what is it that we are saying, here and now?  

That, in our overpopulated world, in our fragmented families and communities, the dead are 

no longer persons, they no longer have rights, and we are no longer connected to them.  We 

have set them beyond the pales of our tribe.  They stand outside our community of care and 

morality. 

 

It is said that our long distant ancestors now and then removed the bones of forebears buried 

in specific barrows, perhaps at certain times of year and for religious reasons.  Many Pagans 

relate to this notion, understanding the magical imagery of, say, the winter solstice sunrise 

touching the bleached bare bones of the dead, inspiring renewal, regeneration and rebirth.  

These are stories that teach us.  But very few would consider beginning the practice again 

today, using the bones of their own grandmothers: our world is different now. 

 

This raises a crucial point, one that is perhaps pivotal to the animistic perspective. For the 

animist, it makes no difference whether a person died last year or 3000 years ago.  Why?  

Because the linearity of time is another part of modern mechanistic science with its perpetual 

desire to weigh and measure.  To the animist, even cyclicity is recognised as a human tool of 

perception, allowing us to locate ourselves within a process of perpetual progress and change.  

Time is instead a circle, together with consciousness, in which all nature exists, softly 

breathing her stories.  Within that circle, we are all connected. 

 

I have here sketched with scant swift lines an idea of my own animism.  As I said, my 

purpose was to describe why it is that many Pagans feel so very strongly about human 

remains.  Having done so, however, I must add that there are Pagans whose beliefs and 

perspectives are very different.  Some are wholly dualistic, happy to dismiss human remains 

as being the empty husks left behind when the immortal soul or mind slips away at death.  

These tend to be (but are not exclusively) Wiccans, whose beliefs and practice are heavily 

biased towards Classical religious traditions.   

 

Others identify themselves as animists, but believe that the best way of expressing respect for 

the dead is through disinterment and scientific study.  Their experience of heritage might tend 

towards the intellectual rather than the emotional, or be through relationships that evoke a 

different set of priorities.  Here the claim is proffered that the primary desire of the ancestors 

is not to rest in peace, but to be remembered.  If archaeological and scientific research 

provides an opportunity for recovering ancestral stories, however incomplete or imprecise, 

then those physical remains must be given into the hands of the appropriate researchers.  The 

organisation called Pagans for Archaeology (PfA) vocally and articulately presents such a 

view. 

 

THE PAGAN VOICE  

 

So is there a single voice of Paganism?  No. There are many Pagan voices. Indeed, it would 

be more accurate to say that there are many Pagan faith communities. 

 

Consequently, if I might take you back to that room in Salisbury at the Public Enquiry about 

Stonehenge, back in the spring of 2004, the developers asking if I might find a way to speak 



for Paganism as a whole, when I came to explore how such an organisation might be made up 

it was clear that I needed a structure that would allow for many voices to be heard.  And that 

is how HAD works. 

 

HAD has four main branches, the first of which is a council of Pagan theologians (some of 

whom object to that word, preferring thinkers or elders).  Respected in their various traditions 

as authors, teachers or priests, they contribute to HAD’s work by responding to issues from 

the perspective of their own understanding and beliefs.  Should someone feel that they are not 

adequately represented, we are only too happy to invite additional elders to this council.  

Secondly, we have a group of advisors, some of whom are Pagan and others not, but all of 

whom work within fields relevant to HAD’s remit: archaeology, anthropology, museums, 

heritage, history, law and so on.   

 

Adding further voices is the third branch, made up of our team of volunteers.  Some of these 

people only respond to email requests for input, commenting on documents circulated or 

ideas posed.  Others are busy working on their feet, addressing local issues, talking to 

museums about displays, arranging ritual at archaeological digs, or negotiating with heritage 

bodies. The fourth branch is that which deals with the nuts and bolts of administration.  We 

all work voluntarily and the organisation survives on very little if any funding, everyone 

giving their time and resources freely, most of us managing the work around busy lives and 

full time jobs.  As a result, for every dozen stories that come in, we perhaps manage to 

address one.  We are constantly behind, prioritising and compromising because of a lack of 

time and resources, always in urgent need of more people to help.  But it works; quietly and 

slowly, over the past five years it has been making an impact. 

 

Needless to say, we get berated by both sides of the Pagan community.  Those who support 

the study of ancestral remains deride us for giving time to their opponents. Those for whom 

reburial is the only answer criticise us for selling out, for listening to those who support 

scientific research or retention of ancestral remains.  We are seen to be too soft because we 

are not in a perpetual state of protest and indignation; but that is not the remit of the 

organisation.  Our role is to consult, to discuss, to share information – both within the Pagan 

community and within the world of museums and archaeology - so that individuals can craft 

their own opinions, and understand those of others.  On every appropriate issue, every person 

in our network (and anyone can be placed on the list) is asked to give their perspective, each 

opinion being then added into the mix, from which comes one comprehensive and coherent 

response, allowing us to take or suggest a determined course of action.  Sometimes the most 

important part is the gathering of voices, and at others it is the crafting of a response, or 

finding the appropriate path and walking the necessary subsequent steps.   

 

A PAGAN LANGUAGE 

 

My sense is that much of HAD’s strength comes from the fact that it speaks with a measured 

tone and usually one that is well-informed.  Between the theologians, advisors and other 

helpers, we have access to the languages that enable us to be heard - those of archaeology, 

museology, philosophy, politics and a range of modern Pagan traditions.  When we are so 

often dealing with members of the wholly conventional establishment, getting the right 

language is crucial.   

 

At a human remains conference at the Museum of London a few years ago, a First Nation 

Canadian was given the opportunity to speak, and he did so, briefly; the audience listened 



with a respectful silence, but looking around me I didn’t perceive much comprehension.  

Though using a few more words, essentially his presentation was a raised clenched fist and a 

single word, spoken from his heart: Ancestors!  Political correctness and subsequent slowly 

adapting policies mean that British museums still holding ancestral bones and sacred artefacts 

from overseas must listen to representatives of the originating communities.  It occurred to 

me, however, watching this First Nation Canadian, that, in terms of the experience of spiritual 

connection with the dead, a British animist would relate to almost everything he said. 

However, if a British Pagan were to speak before such an audience with as much emotional 

sincerity, and as little intellectual fluency, the chances are that he would be ridiculed.  And 

many Pagans are.   

 

Indeed, having mentioned Pagans for Archaeology earlier, I now come to the organisation (or 

scattering of individuals and often-changing small groups) whose focus of attention tends to 

be maintained around Stonehenge and Avebury, in Wiltshire: mainly the Council of British 

Druid Orders (CoBDO).  If PfA could be said to stand in defence of the permanent retention 

of human remains for scientific research, these groups populate the opposite end of the 

spectrum, declaring that all remains be candidates for unconditional reburial. 

 

The internal politics within such groups is constantly shifting, with tempers frayed as is so 

common in bodies dedicated to and defined by their commitment to protest.  The initial 

driving force in CoBDO Reburial Committee was (and perhaps still is) a fellow called Paul 

Davies, whose spiritual vision is not dissimilar to my own.  When I read his writings, I feel 

the same passion and desolation he expresses, the soul-deep frustration and spiritual craving 

to gather up the bones and return them to the damp dark mud of the land.  It is this undiluted 

devotional commitment to the ancestors that inspires him to challenge museums and heritage 

organisations to release the ancestral bones in their custody, returning them to the sacred 

landscapes from which they were disinterred.  The language he is inclined to use has the 

same emotional integrity and spiritual power as the First Nation Canadian who spoke at the 

MoL conference.  And I have heard those custodians of the ancient dead laugh about him, 

wondering how best to rid themselves of the nuisance. 

 

Paul Davies was the individual who, with a breakaway section of CoBDO, led the recent 

interaction with English Heritage (EH) and the National Trust (NT) mentioned by previous 

speakers today: the request for the reburial of the child known colloquially as Charlie, whose 

complete skeleton is on display in the Alexander Keiller Museum in Avebury, together with 

the partial remains of seven other people disinterred in the Kennet valley.   

 

In his request, Paul’s language is at times richly poetic, a tendency found in so many Pagans.  

Just as I spoke of earlier, he expresses the way in which he identifies with the soul of the 

ancestors as a whole.  His experience is not as an isolated and disconnected individual 

showing concern for some abstracted notion of his absent forebears; this is the viscerally 

experienced connection of being an integral part of a tribe, so that when the ancestral body is 

wounded – by excavation and dislocation from the place of burial – he too feels that pain.  

How can the physicalists and mechanistic scientists, who may be used to the dualism of 

Christianity but are wholly unfamiliar with the integrated worldview of the Pagan animist, 

deal with such language?  How can they measure its value in comparison with the value they 

themselves place on scientific research? 

 

EH and the NT informed CoBDO that they must submit their request formally using the 

DCMS’ Guidance for the Care of Human Remains, against which it would be judged, and 



valiantly they did so, the issue shortly after going to public consultation.  Indeed, the timing 

of this conference was, in part, decided in order to follow the publication of a decision about 

the issue, however no decision has yet been announced. 

 

HAD submitted its response to the consultation earlier this year: the information we had was 

sent out to each member of the council of theologians, our team of field advisors and other 

volunteers.  Reaching further, the request for input was spread throughout the Pagan 

community, information placed in magazines and journals, and across internet networks and 

forums.  Every response received was carefully read, and any specific points of that 

perspective added to the mix, out of which emerged the first draft, which itself was sent back 

out to all those who had responded to ensure that each voice had indeed been accurately 

included.  Amendments were made before the final version was approved and submitted.  A 

copy can be found on the HAD website. 

 

In common with other responses, including Drs Jenny Blain and Robert Wallis, and the 

Manchester Museum through Piotr Bienkowski (whom we heard speak earlier today), the 

basis of ours was that the DCMS Guidance is simply not relevant to a case dealing with a 

British request for reburial.  It requires the applicant to use a language that is inappropriate to 

their situation. 

 

I shall not speak in much depth here, for the relevant points have been made today, notably in 

Piotr Bienkowski’s paper.  However, I shall add a little about the demand that any ‘claim’ is 

met with proof of genetic, cultural, religious, geographic or linguistic ‘continuity’.  For what 

the Guidance is clearly stating is that any expression of deep spiritual, religious or 

community interest in particular human remains is insufficient grounds to provide a place at 

the table where decisions are made about those remains.  That table is reserved for those 

whose scientific or academic interest is well established - and those who can prove they have 

a close enough relationship to the individual dead for it to be politically appropriate for them 

to be heard. 

 

It is the definition of that closeness of relationship that lies outside the parameters of most 

Pagans’ comprehension.  In HAD’s response on Avebury, we addressed the issue of whether 

there is indeed any continuity between the world as it existed for the ancestors in question 

and the world we live in today. For the Pagan, that continuity is beyond doubt.  Where an 

individual’s life is primarily influenced, guided, formed, by the natural world within which 

they live – the rivers, sea tides, rains, the hills and valleys, the moorlands and woodlands, the 

skyscapes of clouds and stars, and even the perpetual cycles of birth, love, learning, laughing, 

crying and dying in our human societies – and where that is consciously perceived and 

understood to be part of the sanctity of life, continuity is evident.  It may be a broader 

continuity than that which can be measured by the shape of pots or the size of settlements 

(evidence gleaned from archaeological fragments and assumptions), but it is a continuity 

nonetheless: a spiritual culture of listening to the songs of the dead in the wind, of retelling 

their stories sat by the fire beneath the stars, of giving thanks to the land at each seed sowing 

and each harvest, of gathering at specific times of year within the cycle of seasons, of making 

offerings to the gods of the fields, the rivers and the homestead.  Such ways of life may seem 

distant to members of secular communities within Britain today, but they are wholly 

descriptive of the majority of Pagan lives lived here and now.’ 

 

There’s the poetry again.  Yet how can I express it prosaically?  As Britons, as I have said 

above, we have not left these sacred islands and returned: we have been here for millennia.  



Our language has softly changed with each generation, vowels altering, new words arriving 

with new seeds, dyes and spices, with new television shows.  The gods we honour and the 

language of our prayers and laws has slowly changed in the same way, century upon century, 

generation by generation, but we are the same people, and we tell the same stories and shed 

the same tears.  It may be practising Pagans who experience that sense of continuity acutely, 

and thus are motivated to holler when they feel it has been desecrated, however it is an 

underlying reality for all of us.   

 

So when Pagans question the way ancestral remains are being treated, or call to be included 

in consultation and decision-making about those remains, they are not saying, ‘As Pagans, we 

are far more likely to be the direct descendants of these people than anyone else, and so do 

we here claim them as our own and demand they be given into our care!’  The poetry of a 

Pagan’s spiritual language may be hard to unpack at times, but to assume or attribute such an 

interpretation on it is ridiculous.  It is certainly an easy way of justifying why a Pagan request 

should be dismissed, but doing so in this way is both ignorant and insulting. The Pagan is 

saying simply, ‘I feel it!’  These are the ancestors of our people, and as Pagans our 

perspective is one of immediacy and presence, connectivity and integration, and consequently 

we feel affected by what happens to the dead: their memories, their burial grounds, their 

physical remains.  And as such we stand and declare an acute and specific interest in what 

happens next. 

 

HAD’S WORK 

 

As an organisation, HAD tends to find itself in the centre ground.  However, CoBDO has put 

a number of museums on edge, museums that now associate all Pagans with an irrational and 

aggressive demand for reburial of all human remains, and some organisations once willing to 

talk to HAD have closed their doors to us as a result.  EH and the NT are noticeably in that 

category.  The media has not helped with its often simplistic reporting.  Furthermore, 

exacerbating the situation to their advantage, bodies who feel antagonised or defensive as a 

result of CoBDO’s stance have, in journals and internet blogs, perpetuated the view that all 

Pagans carry a badly written placard demanding reburial. 

 

Mandatory reburial is not HAD’s remit, because (much as I myself would like it) it is just not 

the option that all Pagans would take in every situation.  Our experience is that each case is 

different, and consequently HAD must take a far more subtle, nuanced view.  Indeed, very 

quickly in HAD’s evolution, the feedback received from both Pagans and museums led to 

what became our primary focus: consultation.   

 

As it outlines in HAD’s Statement of Intention, HAD’s remit is to ‘establish sound working 

relationships with relevant organisations and individuals, including archaeologists, historians, 

landowners, site custodians, universities, museums and curators, heritage organisations and 

all those responsible for the stewardship of our British heritage’ in order to ‘ensure that their 

practice is conducted with informed sensitivity with regard to Pagan religious and/or 

philosophical convictions’.  This means teaching people who are encountering Pagan 

concerns about Paganism, but also to let Pagans know what is happening in the heritage 

sector.  For when Pagans have personal experience of (or hear stories about) museums or 

archaeologists responding with aggressive-defensive attitudes towards Pagans, they build up 

negative views themselves, assuming that they will encounter prejudice.  For Pagans, when 

the majority of media coverage of our faith community is focused upon the shaggy and 

theatrical protesting of a fellow called King Arthur Pendragon, or the aggressive and poetic 



stance of Paul Davies demanding reburial, it isn’t surprising that museums assume that we 

are all ranting hippies.  Not every Muslim is an angry fundamentalist; exceedingly few are, 

but the media distorts the picture. 

 

Consultation is then the key, and not just with Pagans, for as I have said above, the Pagan 

does not assume any special connection, simply expressing his own acute interest.  Because 

Paganism believes so strongly in the importance of community, it is community involvement 

that HAD calls for.  This means that what happens to the human remains currently held in the 

custody of museums and archaeological units needs to be talked about, and those who should 

be involved in that discussion are those with particular interests in those remains and those 

who speak for a community: in this way, the educational and scientific value of the remains is 

set proportionately alongside the social and spiritual value.   

 

I said I would speak of ‘appropriate care’ and what that means with regard to ancestral 

remains: I have told you my own feelings, which are biased, drenched in my own spiritual 

experience and the consequent desire to rebury the dead.  As a result, I am not, and should 

not be, the one making decisions when others disagree with me.  Equally, neither should 

decisions be made solely by those whose bias leans towards scientific value.  Consultation is 

crucial.  Appropriate care is only ascertained when the discussion has been had, and all 

parties have been heard, and apropos, or in tune with the purpose agreed, a decision can be 

made. 

 

What of ‘profound respect’?  Currently HAD is debating the issue.  We have a web page 

where we invite individuals to submit their own definition of respect with regard to human 

remains, but we are also throwing about ideas in order to come up with the Pagan voice, 

HAD’s definition, woven from the many.  I am not going to reveal that here, because it is not 

yet complete, but I invite you contribute, both in the discussion about a single agreed 

definition and by submitting your own words.  What I am quite sure of is that, once we have 

this agreed definition of respect, it will force us to return to our Statement of Intent and 

review that accordingly – which we shall do, in discussion. 

 

I bring this paper to its close by giving sketches of a few projects that HAD has been 

involved in, both to share its experience of success and to show where it has not been so. 

 

In 2003, the Ministerial Working Group on Human Remains published its Scoping Survey, 

the results of its attempt to ascertain which museums held human remains around Britain.  I 

know of a number of museums who never replied, some who admit to having given scant and 

inaccurate information (not having the resources to do otherwise).  Two years ago, HAD took 

on the task of updating this survey.  Using that information as a foundation, we started the 

Your Local Museum (YLM) project, an online database of every museum that holds human 

remains.  We have had replies from 56 museums, 83 either not yet replying or refusing to 

cooperate (the latter being NT museums or those who have had involvement with CoBDO’s 

reburial campaign).  It’s not a bad tally.  The majority with whom we have been in touch are 

more than happy for the information to be on our website, working well within their remit of 

public accountability as publicly funded bodies.  We need more help, volunteers getting 

down to their local museums, talking to the relevant person and going through the 

questionnaire. 

 

HAD’s interest in who holds human remains is many layered.  The first is to gather 

information about where there are remains that are deemed of particular interest, for whatever 



reason that may be: these are often called the iconic remains, and present a powerful blend of 

scientific, social and spiritual value.  These ancestors often manage to establish a presence in 

today’s communities: there is no doubt that they are still part of the tribe, and that makes 

them provocative.  It may simply be that they are reasonably complete skeletons or preserved 

remains, such as the bog bodies, or that the landscape from which they were excavated is 

considered in some way especially important.  Pagans like to know about such people, often 

feeling them to be significant – as storytellers, guides, teachers, either directly or obliquely 

influencing the environment in which they find themselves once disinterred.  They are 

grandfathers and grandmothers, respected, evoking an acute sense of loyalty and duty of care. 

 

Lindow Man is one such figure.  Though not the only bog body, his presence has crept into 

our national consciousness.  HAD became involved when the Manchester Museum was given 

the care of him for a year (April 2008 – 09), while the British Museum were upgrading the 

place in which he usually resides.  Considering how they might most respectfully and 

appropriately place him within a gallery, the museum decided to put it to a community 

consultation.  It was wonderful to be part of this process, falling entirely as it did within our 

own sense of how such decisions should be made: archaeologists and curators of many 

different views were present, as were local community representatives, and a group of local 

Pagans organised by HAD.  At the consultation meetings, there was a very strong sense of 

coherence and agreement, inspiring optimism in all who were involved.  Something went 

horribly wrong though: when the exhibition was in place, almost nothing that had been 

agreed was evident.  Of perhaps the three most critical elements, neither the importance of 

the Lindow Moss (from which he had been exhumed) nor the necessity for him to be set aside 

(so that visitors didn’t come across his unexpectedly) could be found in the design.  It was the 

third element that was used as the framework for the exhibition: the value of including the 

many different narratives about his presence, influence and importance, but these felt bare 

and brutal without the landscape or privacy that we had felt to be essential.  There, in the 

midst of the chattering clamour of words, feet shuffling across the gallery floor, lay this 

ancient ancestor, as if flinching.   

 

Nonetheless, the local HAD group, extended to include a good many more local Pagans, 

came to welcome him, to make offerings – and, in the event, to apologise.  Lessons were 

perhaps learned along the way, certainly on our part, and, I am told, by the museum.  That the 

exhibition was criticised by many local residents was also interesting, as was the fact that it 

won the Design Week award for best temporary exhibition. 

 

Glen Parva Lady, here in Leicester’s Jewry Wall Museum, is another such iconic figure.  

Laura Hadland, the curator, knows how much I loathe the way she is displayed (a terrible 

word, but appropriate here): lying in bright light in that stark glass box.  However, HAD fully 

recognises just how important she is, as a visible ancestor, always present in the local 

community.  When resources allow, the museum will begin the process of consultation and 

exploration about how she may be better presented, and HAD hopes to be a part of that 

process. 

 

Charlie, the child in Avebury, is of course yet another iconic ancestor. 

 

The ritual performed for Lindow Man was another part of what HAD negotiates, and such 

rituals have been performed with human remains in a number of museums around Britain, 

both privately and publicly.  Such events are not so uncommon in cities with broad multi-

cultural populations, where artefacts on loan from other parts of the world, or recently put on 



display, are honoured by local communities originating from those lands.  In white provincial 

Britain, it can take a little more explanation before a museum is willing to let a group of 

Pagans make prayers, singing devotional songs and laying offerings in their galleries. 

 

This takes me to another important element of the YLM project, and HAD’s work generally, 

that being to let Pagans know whether their local museum holds any human remains.  Many 

museums have maintained a policy whereby only those with genuine academic or scientific 

reasons are given access to the human remains in their custody.  HAD has challenged this, 

and successfully in some cases, allowing local Pagans to have time with human remains held 

in museum stores.  Of course, Pagans will respect the need to use protective gloves, or 

whatever other stipulations are in place, but often it is simply the opportunity to sit with the 

dead, for perhaps 20 minutes, to sing, meditate, or make prayers that they desire. 

 

Genealogy is popular now, but it has always been central for many Pagans, for whom 

ancestry and heritage are sacred; when a Pagan has explored perhaps 10 generations of his 

own bloodlines, finding that place where his people were settled, and perhaps had lived for 

centuries or more before that, to sit with the ancient remains of those who were excavated in 

that vicinity is a poignant experience.  It is not the iconic dead that are important here; we are 

ordinary people looking to find threads of connection with ordinary people, and that is often 

easier when the remains have little in the way of glamour about them, or stories painted from 

fragments of assumptions about their lives.  I have heard many stories from Pagans of how 

their lives have been changed by the exquisite experience of sitting with the bones of those 

who may well have been their own ancient ancestors. 

 

Ordinary people: it is estimated that around three quarters of human remains held by British 

museums have no associated contextual information.  These are the ancestors that we now 

call the faceless dead.  Lacking documentation about their provenance, any relevant dates, or 

even by whom they were excavated, these ancestral remains have no real scientific value.  

Any information gleaned would be devoid of the context necessary to give it meaning.  In 

fact, the vast majority of human remains excavated before the mid 1970s are in this position; 

it is almost always those from later excavations that have any good contextual data and are 

therefore well known to and used by scholars.  It is the faceless dead, these many thousands 

of human remains still retained by museums, that HAD suggests are unproblematic 

candidates for reburial.  

 

Following discussions with the Manchester Museum about the future of the undocumented 

human remains in their custody, they did a thorough survey of all the remains in their stores, 

finding that the majority did in fact have no contextual information, had never had any 

research done on them, nor was there any clear potential for research or display. As a result, 

the future of those remains is about to go to public consultation, with reburial being one of 

the options.  HAD will, needless to say, ensure that it gives its entire network a chance to 

contribute to its collective voice. 

 

Leicester Museums are due to do the same, as are Ipswich and Colchester, the process for 

which Philip Wise mentioned in his paper earlier today. 

 

HAD AND THE FUTURE 

 

This is just a snapshot of what HAD have done and are doing.  As well as the bigger projects 

and ongoing consultations, every week we receive news stories and local stories, sent in by 



interested parties and picked up on the internet, many of which need some sort of response.  

We do what we can, writing letters, informing local Pagans, calling museums and so forth.  

There is always too much to do. 

 

Yet in many ways, HAD has already had the impact for which we set it up.  Most museums 

and archaeologists know who we are, and the subject of ancient British human remains is 

now on the table, needing discussion. 

 

In a recent edition of Antiquity, Duncan Sayer noted that there was fear among archaeologists 

that, as a result of these debates, it was getting more difficult to work with human remains; I 

would suggest that it isn’t CoBDO’s aggressive stance that has provoked such fear.  What 

HAD proffers is a rational approach which questions the basis of a system that has assumed 

custody of ancestral remains to lie in the hands of scientists.   

 

If heritage bodies like EH and the NT feel that they can dismiss the problem by parcelling up 

all Pagans in the colours of CoBDO’s Reburial Committee, whose request for Charlie’s 

reburial is doomed to failure, straitjacketed as it was within the custodians’ language, they 

have misunderstood the situation.  It is about more than simply Paganism. 

 

For although HAD is based within and inspired by the Pagan community and its 

philosophies, fundamental to its perspective is the importance of community.  HAD’s focus 

upon the need to listen, and the policy of consultation that is pivotal to its work, is one that 

calls for comprehensive inclusion.  When it comes to what happens to our ancestors’ 

remains, we want decision-making to be brought into the heart of each and every community.   

 

HAD will continue to forge relationships, creating dialogue, challenging but without 

confrontation, sharing ideas and information, and encouraging heritage organisations to do 

the same.  Here, I challenge each and every one of you, to help remove the barriers that still 

exist, and open our heritage sector to a genuine and effective, respectful and well-informed, 

sensitively implemented practice of community involvement, without prejudice. 

 

Thank you. 

Emma Restall Orr 

October 2009 


