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The following submission is from Honouring the Ancient Dead (HAD), whose remit is to 
ensure that ancient human remains are treated with respect.   
 
The submission has been put together following a call for input from HAD’s councils of 
theologians, advisors and volunteers, and the Pagan community at large.  Every respondent’s 
contribution has been added into the completed submission which is here returned to the 
Manchester Museum, offering a response that we feel accurately reflects that of the Pagan 
community as a whole. 
 
  

1. Retention: Should these remains be retained within Manchester Museum? Yes or no. If 
yes, please give realistic and practical proposals for their future use. 

 
Given that no information has been given by the museum to the contrary, it must be assumed 
that the museum will be judging the 370 identified human remains on a case by case basis, or 
in appropriate groupings (such as country/county or collector).  However, given that no such 
groupings have been presented publicly as key to decision-making, responses to the 
consultation must assume that all the remains are to be dealt with similarly. 
 
On that basis, the answer to the question from HAD’s respondents is a unanimous NO, these 
human remains should not be retained.  According to all information provided by the 
museum, they have not sufficient related data to be of value in any field of scientific research 
or for educational use.  Indeed, the clear fact that these remains have not been used – or 
regarded as useful – for teaching, research or display, in all the time they have been in the 
museum’s collection, underlines the point that they should not be in a museum at all. 
 
Taking HAD’s principal focus of spiritual and religious value, proffered by those for whom 
the remains are considered ancestral and sacred, the only respectful option is to deaccession 
them for reburial.  This definition of value, while equally valid as definitions based on 
scientific tenets, is not diminished by any lack of provenance.   
 
HAD supports the museum’s process of consultation, understanding that it will ensure all 
other definitions of value are discussed.  It must be remembered, however, that those putting 
forward the scientific notion of value are a small minority, while it is a fundamental tenet of 
our society as a whole that the dead be allowed to rest in peace. 
 
It is further understood that retention would incur expense for the museum that cannot be 
justified given its limited resources and the acknowledged status of these human remains. 
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2. Transfer: Should these remains be transferred to another museum or institution? Yes 

or no. If yes, please give realistic and practical proposals for their future use and 
indicate if possible which specific institution they might go to. 

 
The vast majority of HAD’s respondents answer this question with a NO, there would appear 
to be no advantage in transferring such remains to another institution.  If insufficient 
contextual information has been discovered by the Manchester Museum during all the time 
they have been in their care, and to the point where Manchester is now ready to declare these 
remains potentially not worthy of retention, then no other museum is likely to uncover any 
more.  
 
Because localism is important within Paganism, as it is within any study of peoples and 
heritage, a few respondents do suggest that, where there is a county of provenance clearly 
stated, local museums services could perhaps be contacted to see if they would like to take the 
remains into their care.  However, any receiving museum must make assurances in terms of 
what value or potential they perceive in the remains, including the possibility that they 
themselves may carry out the reburial locally.  Manchester should not allow small pieces of 
bone to be sent to local museums where they might remain boxed in their store rooms, or lie 
unprocessed on some curator’s desk. 
 
It is also acknowledged that a great many museums have not the resources for respectful 
treatment of human remains that the Manchester Museum has, and transfer to another 
museum may mean placing the remains in a worse situation.  Further, if needing to wait for 
other museums’ responses perpetuates a state of indecision for the remains, this would not be 
acceptable and should be taken into account. 
 
Indeed, transferring the remains to another museum may feel as if they were being treated like 
another commodity or object to be traded, passed on or ‘disposed of’, and raises questions as 
to whether such treatment would show appropriate respect. 
 
 

3. Reburial: Should these remains be reburied? Yes or no. If yes, please answer the 
following additional questions: 

 
Every one of HAD’s respondents states that YES, reburial is the most appropriate option.   
 
However, reburial must be carried out with respect: simply boxing up bones and burying them 
without due respect could simply be a way of lifting the burden of their care from the 
museum, while effectively removing them from public consciousness.  (See the note on 
Practicalities below.) 
 
Cremation of the remains is not an alternative.  Though we may know very little of the desires 
of the dead or their culture, particularly where the remains are not well provenanced, it is 
reasonable to assume that if they had wished to be cremated they would have been. 
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a. Why do you consider reburial to be the best option? 

 
It is a fundamental tenet of our society that the dead should be allowed to rest in peace.    
 
Those who believe that this tenet need not be adhered to are a very small minority. 
 
Human remains are of immense cultural importance, in particular to those who can trace or 
experience a biological or cultural link to the deceased, but also from a more general human 
perspective.  The body is the primary locus of self-identity and personhood, and while death 
is often understood as severing the direct connection between body, self and person in various 
culturally determined ways, this severing is seldom complete and some aspect of the 
deceased's personhood is commonly held to be embodied in the remains.  Any postulated 
connection between the deceased's self and remains is, of course, a matter of faith: many 
Pagans hold such beliefs.  For this reason, where biological descendants, or members of the 
deceased's heritage community can be identified, treating the remains in a way that they deem 
to be respectful and appropriate is a significant way of recognising their claims to personhood 
within society. However, in the present case, lack of information about the remains means it is 
not possible to identify descendants or a heritage community except in the most general 
terms.  Consequently, to accord to these remains at least the minimum standards of respect 
required for deceased persons in contemporary British culture, despite our ignorance of their 
provenance, makes a strong statement about inclusivity and willingness to extend the 
recognition of personhood to all, whatever their race, class or culture. This willingness must 
be a fundamental principle of an inclusive multi-cultural society. 
 
It would also be a pertinent opportunity for the Manchester Museum to demonstrate positively 
their commitment to respectful treatment of the ancient dead. 
 
 

b. Should the remains, after reburial, be accessible for future examination or not? 
Please give reasons for your choice. 

 
Almost every HAD respondent answered this question with NO.  To choose a midway point – 
reburial with access – implies a reluctance to commit to the most respectful course of action.  
Details provided by the Manchester Museum state that these human remains have insufficient 
contextual information to accord value to what data may be accrued by scientific research, 
and no future technologies can provide that missing context.   
 
Archaeologists rebury remains all the time, retaining only a few from any dig.  The fact that 
these remains have been in a museum store for some time does not make them any different 
to recently excavated remains.  As other remains are reburied with a view to permanence, 
there is no reason to rebury these in such a way that they can be re-exhumed in the future. 
 
While information given for this consultation suggests there to be no potential, one 
respondent to HAD’s invitation for feedback suggests that, should a case for future scientific 
potential be adequately proven, there must be the appropriate investment to ensure that a 
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respectful reburial is provided, ie. accessibility for the future should not be a factor that 
compromises the process of respectful reburial.  To do so would require considerable 
resources, and as the remains are deemed to be of little or no scientific value at present, there 
is some doubt as to whether sufficient funds would be available. 
 
Should a mausoleum of some kind be considered for the remains, access must not be limited 
to those whose definition of value is scientific or educational.  Social and spiritual value must 
be built in to the storing and access, both for those requesting access and in the decision-
making as to whether access be justified.  It should be noted that such a place could come to 
be seen as a shrine to the ancient and/or unknown dead, and this must be taken into account 
when considering options. 
 
 

c. Should they be reburied in Manchester or near their place or origin (if identified)? 
If the original place of burial cannot be identified, where should they be 
reburied? 
 

Every respondent to HAD answered this question as YES, the remains should be reburied as 
near to their place of origin as is possible.  The connection between people and places is 
culturally critically important, and has been so for as long as we understand human history; 
thus burial in the place of origin is an effective expression of honouring the dead.   
 
If the place of origin cannot be identified, reburial should take place either (a) in or near 
Manchester, as that is where the remains have come to end their journey for whatever reason, 
or (b) together with others in the collection. 
 
Because these remains have been in the Manchester Museum’s care for some time, the 
museum should take full responsibility for interring them, rather than passing them over to 
some other organization to do so. 
 
 
NOTES  
Practicalities 
 
The practicalities of reburial can seem daunting to a museum, particularly where the remains 
have not be exhumed from Christian consecrated ground and are automatically to be reburied 
in the next available consecrated cemetery.   
 
For this purpose, HAD has been asked to put together a Guidance for Reburial : Practical 
Issues, and this is submitted together with this document.  The Guidance takes into account 
that organizations looking to rebury human remains may have very limited funds available for 
such projects. 
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Reburial : Where 
 
As outlined in the attached Guidance, HAD recommends the use of natural burial grounds for 
reburial of ancient human remains.  At most natural burial grounds, graves are not allotted for 
a limited period, but in perpetuity; this would be the most respectful solution.  This would 
also provide a place secure from further excavation or development. 
 
Whether or not the grave or graves are marked would be open to discussion.  However, the 
opportunity for the public to be able to make a connection with the deceased, by knowing 
where they are buried, would be important.  What information is available should remain 
available about these individuals and their stories, either at the place of burial or in the care of 
those managing the burial place. 
 
A garden of remembrance, or grove, could be considered, particularly if the burial is in a 
natural burial ground. 
 
One respondent suggested the possibility of approaching the National Memorial Arboretum, 
or even Manchester City Council, who may be willing to consider providing a similar space 
within the city. 
 
One respondent suggested that, should funding be available, reburial may take place in the 
Pennines, perhaps near the crossroads of ancient paths (frequently found close to henges built 
by rivers/streams). These have been generally accepted by most archaeologists to 
be routes travelled by traders from various points of the compass, while henges were focal 
gathering points for populations from a wide surrounding area. Perhaps a memorial stone 
could be erected at the site, dedicated to these unknown ancestors, requesting that the burial 
ground be respected. 
 
Reburial : How 
 
HAD refers the museum to HAD’s Reburial Ceremony, published on our website and also 
submitted here.  Any ceremony should be inclusive, allowing those of all faiths and none to 
be involved.  Recognition that these are remains of the unknown dead should be central to the 
ceremony, adding to its poignancy. 
 
Consideration of a reburial ceremony, and the actual process itself, could offer an opportunity 
for the community to recognise lost stories, to respect lives and deaths that are unknown and 
cannot be known: to look at how our society deals with its unnamed dead.  This could provide 
a starting point for reflection on similar situations in other collections and other 
circumstances. 
 
Reburial : Support 
 
HAD offers support for the process, with members who have experience of burial sites, 
reburial, memorial ceremonies and public ritual. 
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Final Comments and Suggestions 
 
If the larger vision of a Memorial to the Unknown Dead were taken on, it could evolve into a 
place where the recent dead are also recognised. While their remains might not be 
incorporated into the site, this might become a place where they could be acknowledged and 
saluted: unnamed bodies, the homeless, the lost. 
 
One possible consideration is the potential for education regarding the treatment of human 
remains in this process of consultation and reburial.  Engaging the local community in the 
process and commemoration of the reburial would be a positive and respectful outcome for 
this consultation. 
 
It could be very interesting, beautiful and worthwhile if the human remains are reburied, and  
there were a permanent display designed and set up within the museum to explain what has 
been done. 
 
Further Resources 
 
HAD’s Guidance for the Reburial of Human Remains : Practical Issues 
http://www.honour.org.uk/node/315 
 
HAD’s A Committal Rite for the Reburial of Human Remains 
http://www.honour.org.uk/node/32 
 
 
 
 
 


