
 

 

HAD Conference: Consultation, display and ethical disposal – 
Collections of human remains at Colchester and Ipswich Museums 
 
HAD first contacted Colchester and Ipswich Museum Service because of the publicity 
surrounding the publication in late 2007 of the final report on the Iron Age and Roman 
excavations at Stanway, near Colchester.  In particular HAD were very interested in the 
so-called’ Druid’s Grave’, which is also known as the ‘Doctor’s Burial’, and is dated to 
around AD 40-50 (Crummy et al 2007, 201-53).  This burial contained a spectacular 
assemblage of objects including a surgical kit, a wooden game board and some 
mysterious bronze and iron rods possibly used for divining.  The ‘Druid’ himself was 
represented by 158g of cremated bone. 
 
There was an initial meeting with Emma Restell Orr and Mike Fletcher in June 2008.  
Since then there have been four further meetings with representatives of the local HAD 
group in the East of England, most recently on 22 September 2009. 
 
Our discussions have focussed on two museum collections, at Colchester and Ipswich, 
and it might be helpful to very briefly outline the history of these museums.  There has 
been a museum housed in Colchester Castle since 1860 and important collections of 
archaeological material were acquired at an early date.  Amongst these was that formed 
by George Joslin, a Colchester ironmonger, which ‘is probably the finest private collection 
of Roman material ever gathered from one locality in Britain’ (Berridge 1997, 2).  It 
includes more than one thousand vessels and burial urns of various kinds in some cases 
accompanied by their contents – cremated human remains.  During the 20th century work 
at the Iron Age and Roman site at Sheepen and post-war urban excavations by the 
Colchester Archaeological Trust had greatly enhanced the quality and quantity of the 
collections.  Within the latter phase of work particular mention should be made of the 
various Roman cemeteries to the west and south of the town and the mixed pagan and 
Christian cemetery associated with the Butt Road church. 
 
The first museum was opened in Ipswich in 1847 and was moved to the present building in 
1881. Initially the museum had an emphasis on natural history and geology and 
archaeology was not to become a significant area of interest until the excavations by Nina 
Layard at the Hadleigh Road Anglo-Saxon cemetery in 1905-6.  Shortly afterwards under 
the influence of the Museum Committee’s President James Reid Moir very significant 
holdings of stone tools from around the world were established.  Lastly mention must be 
made in this anniversary year of the work of Basil Brown of Ipswich Museum at Sutton Hoo 
in 1938-9.  There are however considerably fewer human remains held at Ipswich than at 
Colchester. 
 
Just prior to the first contact with HAD work had begun on trying to quantify the amount of 
human skeletal material held at Colchester and also to understand the significance of this 
material. Research undertaken by Laura Pooley revealed that there are 429 boxes of 
human remains at Colchester. It is important to stress that this figure relates to the number 
of surveyed boxes in the stores not to the number of individuals. The largest date grouping 
is, of course, Roman with 282 boxes which includes the Butt Road pagan and Christian 
cemetery.  The next two datable groups are represented by much smaller totals: 29 for 
medieval which includes several church sites and 18 for prehistoric or Iron Age which 
includes the sites at Ardleigh and Chits Hill, near Colchester.  The foreign material relates 
to the Egyptian mummy of Lady Tahathor, which dates to around 550 BC, and two 



 

 

mummified human feet.  What is particularly striking in this analysis are the two groups 
where there is limited data, namely no provenance and no data.  By definition human 
remains with no provenance have no contextual information and are therefore impossible 
to date.  Unless these display particularly remarkable evidence of disease or other medical 
conditions they are likely to be able to tell us little about the previous inhabitants of 
Colchester.  Those human remains with no date at present have greater potential and, at 
least in theory, it might be possible to reassign some of these to a date category following 
careful study of the accompanying provenance information.  
 
At Ipswich the museum service has been able to find some funding for a partial survey of 
the human skeletal remains collection by a physical anthropologist Sue Anderson.  This 
study has concentrated on a group of seven crates of unidentified human remains in which 
surprisingly and uniquely in my experience, the skeletons have been divided up into skulls 
and long bones so on.  Anderson’s work has revealed the following: 
 

 It was not possible to reunite skulls and long bones in the various crates, although 
groups of bones within individual crates were occasionally found to belong to 
discrete individuals. 

 Two skulls had existing accession numbers and 59 new numbers were allocated. 

 The group includes archaeologically recovered specimens and probable chance 
finds, most of which are likely to be from Ipswich and the surrounding area, as well 
as possible anatomical specimens. 

 Based on the number of skulls, this collection represents a minimum of 40 
individuals. 

 A relatively small number of specimens had evidence of disease or injury, including 
possible unhealed weapon cuts, dental abscesses and rickets. 

 
Anderson concluded that in terms of scientific study, this collection is of limited value and 
suggested that only 9 out of a total of 61 accessioned specimens or groups were worthy of 
retention in the collection. 
 
Ipswich also holds incidentally an isolated adult female human skull from Mozambique 
which Anderson has identified as being of European or Asian descent rather than African.  
We are very keen to repatriate this skull to Mozambique but to date have really struggled 
to find an organisation in that country who is interested in helping us. 
 
Also research on the natural history collections by Ann Ainsworth, the Assistant Curator of 
Natural History at Ipswich has shown that there are 65 ‘specimens’ (in inverted commas) 
in the Natural History collection.  Of these 15 are without any supporting documentation.  
The majority were formerly in the collection of Claude Morley, a Suffolk naturalist who died 
in 1951 and who clearly had encyclopaedic interests.  Only a very small number, seven, 
appear to have a definite Ipswich or Suffolk provenance and were probably collected from 
gravel pits. 
 
As it has become available this information has been communicated to HAD. Our 
discussions on these points have thrown up a number of challenges and questions:  
 
Firstly, there is the scale of the challenge that we face in assessing our collections. We 
now have a reasonably clear picture of the total number of human remains in the 
collections in both Colchester and Ipswich, but this in itself is not enough we need to fully 



 

 

understand their significance.  This may be expressed in terms of provenance (where does 
the skeleton come from), context (is it a single find or part of a larger group) and its date.  
In addition information on gender, age, disease, injury or any other distinctive 
characteristics is also of interest.  Some of this data is archaeological and some 
anthropological requiring the input of several subject specialists.  To obtain this input 
requires funding which at present we do not have.  However, we have been holding a 
parallel series of meeting with colleagues from Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service 
to consider the possibility of a joint approach across the East of England region.  This 
could lead to a bid to the Effective Collections programme of the Museums Association 
which is designed to help museums make better use of their collections. 
 
Secondly, once we have exhausted all the possible avenues of research relating to 
particular group of human remains, these may be identified for disposal.  The museum 
service has some limited experience here with a Christian reburial at West Mersea 
churchyard and a prehistoric reburial at the Great Tey Bronze Age site.  Very briefly in the 
West Mersea case about five years ago some human remains, including a skull, were 
uncovered by the tide on the beach.  The police pathologist identified them as being more 
than 100 years-old and, following consultation with the Essex Coroner, the museum 
service undertook the reburial of the bones.  This was achieved with the assistance of the 
vicar and local community of West Mersea.  In the other case the museum assisted the 
local archaeological society with the re-burial of some recently excavated Bronze Age 
cremated human remains.  The remains were buried in replica rather than the original 
vessels which were retained by the landowner and the event was entirely secular with no 
Pagan representative present. 
 
We have, however, never undertaken reburial on a large scale and the HAD guidance 
note, ‘Practicalities for Reburial’, is of considerable practical assistance in this regard.  The 
sections dealing with containers and burial grounds are of particular interest.  The 
guidance on containers covers the type and size to be used and helpfully gives some 
suggestions on suppliers.  Under burial grounds useful information is provided on natural 
burial.  My colleagues and I do hope to be able to apply this guidance in the not too distant 
future. 
 
Thirdly there is the issue of how to ethically display human remains which was, of course, 
was how the dialogue with HAD commenced originally.  Again the views of HAD are of 
help here.  Although we might use slightly different language, in broad terms the Pagan 
community and museum archaeologists do agree that there is an essential connection 
between human remains and the artefacts which in many cases were buried with them.  In 
the Castle redisplay project we will definitely be seeking to display human remains and 
their associated grave goods.  Indeed this already happens, most notably in the case of 
Marcus Favonius Facilis, a centurion of the XX Legion whose cremated remains, burial 
container, grave goods and stone memorial are all displayed together.  With regard to the 
display of the ‘Druid’s Grave’ it is felt to be entirely appropriate to display the cremated 
human remains alongside the grave goods.  We would also absolutely agree that the 
redesigned galleries in the Castle need to express connections between the displayed 
artefacts and the landscape from whence they came.  Lastly we will also be happy to 
consider HAD’s views on a quiet space within the galleries; a quiet space is after all a quiet 
space and may be used in a variety of ways by our visitors. 
 
So where next?  It is a modern cliché to say that we have embarked on a journey, but I do 
believe that Colchester and Ipswich Museum Service has come a long way over the last 



 

 

eighteen months in our thinking about human remains.  Initially we were largely concerned 
only with the storage issues associated with human remains in museum collections.  If we 
thought about display issues at all it was only in a rather limited way focussing on the 
purely scientific benefits of the presentation of human remains in museums.  Our 
engagement with HAD has provided a forum in which to develop our thinking, refine our 
approach and gain a new understanding.  I hope that in the future we will be better 
equipped to care for those human remains that we hold in trust including, in those cases 
where it is appropriate, dignified reburial.   


