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Exhibiting Human Remains

Much debate focuses around the ethical implications of exhibiting human remains due to the often mutually exclusive opinions and morals of stakeholders. Sovereignty issues, dubious acquisitions and indeterminable funerary traditions of the deceased further complicate discrepancies between the scientific and spiritual treatment of remains (Giles, 2009; Clouse, 2009; Jones and Harris, 1998). This essay considers some of these issues, referencing scholarly articles on recent artefacts and exhibitions.
With a high risk of controversy, (Marlin-Bennett, 2010), why should museums exhibit human remains? Giles argues that museums provide “a vital arena in which ideas about death…can be discussed” (2009: 95). Museums have a duty to encourage societal discourse (What is a Museum? [no date]) and mortality is an unavoidable part of life. In modern Western society it is rare to see a corpse so exhibitions such as Lindowman: a Bog Body Mystery allow reflection on “our shared mortal condition” (Giles, 2009: 95) in a supportive and sensitive environment. 

Not all exhibitions display remains in traditional reverence though. Body Worlds for example has been criticised for sensationalism under the guise of education (Marlin-Bennett, 2010). Modern audiences may be quick to distance themselves from the medieval view of dissection as entertainment but obvious parallels exist between historical autopsies and von Hagens’ popular television series, Autopsy: Life and Death, on Channel 4. As museums must make accessible specimens they “hold in trust for society”(What is a Museum? [no date]), it could be argued that curating exhibitions of exceptional artefacts, such as bog bodies, in response to demand is morally acceptable. As revealed by James Ballinger (Director of Phoenix Art Museum) though, a “sure fire solution to sagging patronage is [to] hold a blockbuster exhibit that includes Egyptian mummies” (cited in Cassman and Odegaard, 2004: 272). It is this commercial aspect that commodifies human remains. This may be legitimised by non-profit museums re-investing income for the cultural benefit of society but curation of remains by private companies implies potential unethical conduct and personal gain (Marlin-Bennett, 2010). Von Hagens denies this, claiming his motive is “education and enlightenment’ (Gunther von Hagens, 2011) and that most of the $40 million income from his exhibitions is reinvested in expanding his business (Bates, 2010: 204). However, stock in Premier Exhibitions rose 1500% from 2004 to 2007 following the founder’s decision to employ von Hagens’ former partner to create and exhibit plastinated bodies (Marlin-Bennett, 2010).

Although critics have labelled von Hagens’ exhibitions as “horrendous…[for]…deny[ing] the reality of death” (Ginsburg, 2010), science museums have always exhibited preserved specimens such as natural anomalies in formaldehyde. Perhaps it is the age of such objects that distances them from critic’s outrage, their historic scientific context meaning that these items become accepted or perhaps such un-sensationalised exhibitions are largely ignored by the tabloids in place of more headline-grabbing stories.
Illicit trade is the dark implication of commercially exhibiting remains. With von Hagens willing to pay £61,380 for a body for plastination (Daily Mail, 2011), viewers become implicit in any exploitation. As Bates describes, viewers of dubiously acquired artefacts (in this case, plastinates of Chinese prisoners) become “secondary executioners” (MacDonald cited in Bates, 2010: 207). Where open and ethical practices are encouraged in museums there are fewer regulations for private companies, as anti-sweatshop exposés have demonstrated (Klein, 2000). Plastinated bodies are legally considered goods rather than remains (Marlin-Bennett, 2010) so decisions to withhold information (as in Body Worlds where remains are unidentified) and exhibitions at unregulated locations such as Luxor Hotel and Casino (Bates, 2010) allows potential for abuse and can be hard to investigate. 

Human remains may represent a politically charged historical or contemporary landscape that needs careful consideration during curation. Colonialists viewed indigenous land as “national laborator[ies]” (Clouse, 2009: 174), encouraging the collection of ‘samples’ for studies into racial inferiority. As with von Hagens’ monetary incentive, encouragement led to shocking acquisition practices such as grave robbing and mass murder, legitimised by the dehumanising of indigenous people through racist anthropological language (Clouse, 2009). As exemplified by Africana Museum during Apartheid, curation can promote outdated theories if exhibitions are not updated (Byala, 2010). Modern museums are reconsidering their relationship to these articles (Peers, 2010) and working with organisations and communities to determine best practice and respectfully display or repatriate remains and artefacts (Jones and Harris, 1998). The Australian Archaeological Association, for example, supports museums in repatriating post-1788 Aboriginal remains (Jones and Harris, 1998: 254). With a large proportion of collections stemming from colonial interests, management of stakeholders is no small or simple task. Opinions are sometimes irreconcilable; while stakeholders such as Aboriginal relatives may wish to bury ancient remains, Malvaney has likened this to “the razing of the Taj Mahal” (cited in Jones and Harris, 1998: 259). Ethical guidance and government policies exist to support museums and scientists to consult and negotiate with groups (Jones and Harris, 1998) and success stories such as the repatriation of Southern Cheyenne funerary objects from the National Museum of Natural History provide positive examples of best practice (Clouse, 2009). Debate over the validity of stakeholder claims often arises (Giles, 2009) and in some cases remains have been hastily repatriated for political reasons (Jones and Harris, 1998). It is important that the cross-cultural value of the remains is considered and a genetic link between stakeholders and the remains can be established before restitution occurs (Jones and Harris, 1998; Giles, 2009). However, even if sovereignty claims are rejected museums should consider representing these multiple perspectives in the exhibition to give a true reflection of the artefacts and their context, as in Lindowman: a Bog Body Mystery at Manchester Museum (Giles, 2009). 
One solution to moral objections is to exhibit replica material. Clouse merits the creation of copied Cheyenne burial items with democratising information, removing “hierarchical notions of cultural purity” (2009: 183) and allowing modern indigenous artists and visitors to connect with their heritage. Ronald Wade however echoes Giles advocation of exhibiting genuine remains to counteract “the aura of mystery that adheres to the body” (Marlin-Bennett, 2010: 167). Evidence suggests that, in the case of human remains, models have far less ability to move viewers than the original. 53% of viewers surveyed during a von Hagens exhibition replied that “deceptively genuine plastic models and vivid computer images” would “definitely not” have had a similar effect on them (Bates, 2010: 202). Wieczorkiewicz found that museum visitors paid less attention to artefacts they knew were faked (cited in Bates, 2010), indicating the importance of exhibiting genuine (or not perceivably doctored) specimens. Although Marlin-Bennett has questioned the authenticity of the damage to a plastinated smoker’s lung in a von Hagen’s exhibition (2010: 160), the enhancement was not noticeably false to the untrained eye so upon viewing, I experienced the visceral, self-reflexive effect it was designed to give; arguably more important to my experience and education than true scientific accuracy, although it does somewhat negate the validity of von Hagens’ work as medical teaching aids.

Even after consultation, exhibition of remains is controversial. Von Hagens’ states, “what’s wrong with sensationalism?” (Bohannon cited in Bates, 2010: 203) but if exploitation and suffering was or will be a direct result of the exhibition or collection process (Marlin-Bennett, 2010; Clouse, 2009) then museums are violating the ethical code (What is a Museum?, [no date]). As with best inclusion practice, museums should be aware of their power to affect change (Leonard, 2010), ensuring they act responsibly and with respect to self-police against illicit trade. They should consult stakeholders and represent multiple perspectives to reflect the diversity of their audience and the fact that the final wish of the deceased is deeply individual and unlikely to be known.
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