
483

MEDICINA NEI SECOLI  33/3 (2021) 483-494 

Journal of History of Medicine and Medical Humanities

Key words: Anthropological collections - Research - Storytelling - Transdisciplinary 
research

Articoli/Articles

RESEARCH AND MUSEUM ENHANCEMENT IN HUMAN 
REMAINS COLLECTIONS 

A CASE STUDY

ROSA BOANO1, GIANLUIGI MANGIAPANE2, EZIO FULCHERI3,4 

1Department of Life Sciences and Systems Biology - University of Turin, I 
2Department of Philosophy and Educational Science - University of Turin, I 

3Sec. Anatomic Pathology, Department of Surgical Science and Integrated 
Diagnostics - University of Genoa, I

4Unesco Chair. Anthropology of Health - Biosphere and Care Systems – 
University of Genoa, I

Corresponding author: rosa.boano@unito.it

SUMMARY

RESEARCH AND MUSEUM ENHANCEMENT IN HUMAN REMAINS 
COLLECTIONS. A CASE STUDY

Nowadays, the role of human remains in museum collections has profoundly 
changed due to new scientific investigation possibilities offered by modern 
methods and a trans-disciplinary approach to reconstructing biological 
and cultural phenomena of ancient societies. In this perspective, museums 
must play a central role in communicating the knowledge stemming from 
science beyond the scientific community, in order to enhance interest 
in scientific disciplines among the young.  In the experience of the 
Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography of the University of Turin, 
multidisciplinary scientific research and a trans-disciplinary collaborative 
approach are providing a suitable key for new communication strategies.
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1. Introduction 
Until recent times, collections of human remains have been consid-
ered as a legacy of the past, as a reminder of anthropological and 
paleopathological studies with outdated methods and objectives. 
Today, advanced scientific techniques in the investigation of human 
remains and a trans-disciplinary collaborative approach among sci-
entists have opened a new window in the study of past populations. 
Currently, researchers are applying their newfound skills to handling 
ancient materials for reconstructing past biological phenomena as 
part of people’s identity1. As a consequence, human collections have 
acquired new roles in anthropological and paleopathological re-
search as well as in Museums exhibitions. New attention is needed 
to safeguard them for the future, and new communication strategies 
must be developed. 
To date, human remains belonging to public collections are protected 
by Cultural Heritage regulations2. Due to their high symbolic, emo-
tional, cultural and religious value, they are deemed to be ‘culturally 
sensitive finds’3,4. Nevertheless, the status of ‘human remains’ is not 
well defined and there are no specific regulations governing their 
possession, study and display in museum collections. Within the sci-
entific community, the debate on human remains and ethical issues 
is intense and some European museums (e.g. the British Museum) 
have adopted internal guidelines for the management of human re-
mains from archaeological contexts5.
In Italy, the issue has been the subject of numerous debates sparked 
off by the request to the Italian Government (Ministry of Culture) 
from the Australian Government to return  some  human  skeletal  
remains from Australia held in the Anthropology  and  Ethnology  
Section  of  the Museum  of  Natural  History  of  the  University  of 
Florence. A document issued in 2011 on this request is the first step 
in a process aimed at establishing a constructive discussion for a cor-
rect interpretation and use of human collections6. Moreover, an inter-
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esting analysis of museological issues is outlined by Monza e Licata 
with particular attention to anatomical preparations for which, un-
like archaeological human remains7, museum guidelines are lacking. 

2. Human remains collections
Human remains have been collected for scientific purposes since the 
18th century by scholars with the aim of documenting, studying, and 
showing human anatomy, variability, and our evolutionary and bio-
logical history. These specimens are part of anatomo-pathological, 
cemetery and archaeological collections that include both ‘numerous 
specimens’ to glean objective scientific data, and ‘standard speci-
mens’ for the teaching of gross and comparative anatomy. Over time, 
human remains have been used to formulate hypotheses, support sci-
entific theories, or simply reinforce teaching activities and compara-
tive procedures, aimed to develop anthropological methods8. Their 
scientific and educational purpose distinguish these collections from 
both the sacred ones – built to remember the sacredness of the body 
(relics) and religious symbolisms (memento mori) –, and from those 
assembled in the pre-Enlightenment and Enlightenment period ac-
cording to pseudoscientific criteria established to show bodies as 
‘curiosity’ in order to gain admiration and amazement. These latter 
collections were not preserved from getting lost in generic Museums 
or from destruction. 
Anatomo-pathological collections drew less and less interest dur-
ing the 20th century, due to the emergence of diagnostic imaging 
techniques: anatomical findings were no longer the ‘object of com-
parison’ and, consequently, many of them were lost or destroyed9. 
Meanwhile, anthropological collections (modern identified skele-
tons and archaeological remains) still provide an important research 
support in the study of modern and ancient populations10. Despite 
the important role they play in research, human remains have for a 
long time been considered ‘accessory elements’ in anthropological 
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disciplines, increasingly focused on the study of population genetics 
and molecular biology applied to modern populations.

3. Taking human collections into the future
Since the last decades of the 20th century, anthropological collec-
tions have been enjoying new interest thanks to new investigation 
possibilities offered by modern methods and a trans-disciplinary ap-
proach11. An unprecedented access to the past is offered by molecu-
lar biology (DNA and proteomics) applied to the study of ancient 
remains. Investigations are carried out in order to evaluate issues 
related to biology, health/disease, subsistence, mobility/migration, 
epidemiology, microbiome, environmental changes and their impact 
on human/animal populations in the past12. Thus, they are opening 
the possibility to new-generation scientific research (-omics) to enter 
into museums (museomics) and create new synergies for research, 
conservation, and enhancement of human remains13. 

One of the roles of Museums today is to spread this new knowledge 
to the largest number of people possible, by conveying the scientific 
results of trans-disciplinary investigations through a new education-
al-informative approach such as ‘storytelling’. Already widely used 
by many scientific museums, storytelling has constantly evolved in 
its narrative and today can adapt different stories to different audi-
ences, thus increasing the number of narrative experiences14. In this 
sector, ethnographic museums have a 10-year experience in partici-
patory narratives. An example from the Museum of Anthropology 
and Ethnography of Turin is the project funded in 2008 by a private 
foundation and entitled “Language to Language. A Collaborative 
Exhibition”, which used storytelling as a tool to illustrate some items 
in the Ethnographic collection using an intercultural dialogue. This 
project was informed by Clifford’s theory of museums being like 
a “contact zone”15: some selected objects on display were reinter-
preted with direct involvement of migrant communities thanks to a 
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participatory process. The project aimed to transform the Museum 
into a multivocal representation space, where the institutional, sci-
entific and educational language would engage in a dialogue with the 
autobiographical, evocative and emotional language16.
Following these experiences that have opened a dialogue with the 
public for a collaborative approach, the challenge is to leverage hu-
man remains in Museums creating a ‘life narrative’ for each indi-
vidual as a sort of ‘osteobiography’17. An ethical approach to this 
narrative and adequate and in-depth cultural contents can become 
key elements in the dialogue between the past and the present, the 
dead and the living, in a space (the museum) where human life, in its 
most universal form, is shown in a true, face-to-face manner18.  
Life narrative could be considered as a biography of objects19 that 
collect all information available from a single individual in order to 
explore and reconstruct their natural and cultural ‘life experiences’ 
(sex and age, health and illness, diet, environmental and biomechan-
ical stresses, cultural constructs, etc.) as well as ‘museum experi-
ences’ (acquisition, recovery, restoration, conservation, exhibition, 
etc). This approach includes anthropological, historical, and archae-
ological research in order to place the remains in a natural and social 
context. Moreover, human remains are linked to museum inventories 
and other written or photographic documents (i.e. diaries, letters, 
photos, past exhibitions, etc.), in order to reconstruct their ‘second 
life in the museum’. In this way, the Museum creates a contact zone 
where natural and cultural history of human remains enter into con-
tact with the history of scientific institutions and with the ‘individual 
stories’ of visitors. Different cultures meet (geographically and tem-
porally) and try to come to terms with each other to create a bridge 
between the past and the present by promoting intercultural dialogue 
and understanding, respect, and mutual integration. 
In the process of ‘contemporization’ of medical and anthropological 
museums technologies are employed to help show and contextual-
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ize the most ‘disturbing remains’, so that they are not seen simply 
as morbid curiosities20 or oddity. A substantial contribution can be 
made by digital technology, in order to solve the problem of ob-
jectification of remains, especially if pathological specimens “have 
become just an object displayed at the exhibition”21. As regards 
medical collections, it is necessary to take into consideration that 
“the medical object not only conveys knowledge and meaning but its 
form carries and generates emotions that help humanise medicine” 

22. For this reason, as Thomas Schanlkes states, “it is necessary to 
create specific media and contexts of training with ‘objects’. So, all 
resources, especially those related to digitisation, are welcome”23.
Storytelling has evolved with interactive digital media and the new 
model of ‘transmedia storytelling’ has found conditions to develop 
in museums24. The term was coined by Henry Jenkins in his book 
‘Convergence of Culture’. He defined it as “a process where integral 
elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple 
delivery channels for the purpose of creating a unified and coordi-
nated entertainment experience. Ideally, each medium makes its own 
unique contribution to the unfolding of the story”25.
Although transmedia storytelling has been applied in a very basic and 
limited way, it has been a part of museums for years, as evidenced by 
the Egyptian Museum of Turin where interactive digital media are 
usually integrated in permanent and temporary exhibitions26.

4. Case study from the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography 
of the University of Turin
We briefly report a recent activity in studying and displaying hu-
man remains carried out by the Museum of Anthropology and 
Ethnography.  
A mummified young woman dated to 2407-2199 BC was discovered 
in Gebelein (South Egypt) at the beginning of last century during 
the Italian Archaeological Mission directed by Ernesto Schiaparelli 
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(1856-1928). The mummy, the wooden sarcophagus and the funer-
ary kit were sent to the Egyptian Museum of Turin and then, due 
to its important anthropological value, designated to the Museum 
of Anthropology and Ethnography, directed by Giovanni Marro 
(1875-1952).  
The individual’s body is an excellent and unique specimen of 
Egyptian mummification practices in the Old Kingdom: the body 
is partially wrapped, and it wears a pleated dress over the bandages. 
At the beginning of this century, the mummy was CT scanned and 
over 1200 cross-sectional images were obtained at 1-25 mm inter-
vals and 3D reconstructions were performed in order to create a 
three-dimensional rendering of the body. This analysis has made it 
possible to carry out the ‘first virtual unwrapping and autopsy’ on an 
Egyptian mummy at the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography. 
Moreover, anthropological and paleopathological studies were con-
ducted, as well as chemical analysis and radiocarbon dating27. More 
recently, paleo proteomic analysis has confirmed good tissue preser-
vation and further chemical analysis revealed the presence of a plant 
resin from Pinaceae, as embalming substance. After more than four 
thousand years, it was possible to answer many questions about her 
life and death28.
Since June 2020 she has been displayed at the Egyptian Museum of 
Turin in the temporary exhibition titled ‘The Anthropologist’s Gaze’. 
The exhibition allows visitors to stand in front of her looking at her 
through a small window, separated by a temporary wall: the audience 
chooses whether to approach the mummy, going beyond the partition, 
or not (Fig.1 here). This communication strategy makes appropriate 
use of cultural contents, in full respect of the mummy and the visi-
tor, both of them at the centre of the Museum’s attention. The studies 
carried out on the mummy and reported on the wall tell her life story.
Moreover, some of the most significant ethnographic objects of the 
Museum have been included in the exhibition in order to contextual-
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ize the mummy’s display both in the cultural period of its discovery 
and in the museum context in which it was incorporated, as an an-
thropologist’s gaze towards otherness in the early 20th century. The 
display also includes a ‘current gaze’ by the anthropologist underlin-
ing the need for dialogue with migrant communities. The words of 
young Africans living in Turin are inserted in the dialogue with the 
contemporary anthropologist, through some interviews. Different 
languages emerge at the end of the itinerary, as well as the need for 
a comparison with peoples who had been impoverished during the 
colonial period29.

5. Conclusion
Human remains are irreplaceable biological and cultural archives. 
New possibilities of scientific investigation offered by modern meth-
ods, and a trans-disciplinary approach make it possible to integrate 
biological and cultural data in order to investigate human health and 
social behaviour in modern and ancient populations. Consequently, 
museums play an important role in conveying this knowledge to a 

Fig. 1. The mummy at the exhibition “The Anthropologist’s Gaze” (Egyptian Museum of 
Turin, Italy, 13 June 2020 – 31 January 2021).
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wide and non-specialist audience, in order to enhance the interest in 
scientific disciplines among young people.
The topic regarding human remains is an articulated subject with 
close links with human life, human experiences of life in past societ-
ies, and deep ethical implications. It is therefore a priority that this 
issue be addressed in such a way as to create a ‘gentle’ comparison 
with visitors who observe human remains in museums.
In order to effectively connect with their audiences, over time, mu-
seums have used appropriate cultural content, and targeted and ef-
fective communication strategies to translate scientific and specialist 
knowledge into a simple and straightforward language, understand-
able to all. Some experiences in participatory narratives from ethno-
graphic museums have produced good ideas. Moreover, interactive 
digital media, storytelling and ‘transmedia storytelling’ offer new 
attractive and interactive experiences in Museums that could involve 
their audiences at different levels of attention and emotion. In this 
light, the temporary exhibition presented as a case study highlights 
a solution that aims to demonstrate the museum’s attention to the 
mummy and the public, both protected from accidental and non-re-
spectful contacts.
In the experience of the Museum of Anthropology, multidisciplinary 
scientific research and a trans-disciplinary collaborative approach 
are providing a suitable key for new communication strategies.
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