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Neglect of an Obvious Issue:
The Storage of Human Remains

A version of this article appeared in CRM No. 6 - 2001. The authors realized the box dimensions they
established were too large for a person working alone to handle. This is an edited version of the ar-
ticle with adjusted storage box dimensions. CRM (Cultural Resource Management) is a publication

of the Department of Interior and can be found online at http.://www.cr.nps.gov/
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For museums and universities, the
care and housing of Native
American human remains recov-
ered from archaeological contexts
has become an issue of the utmost
importance since the enactment of
NAGPRA in 1990. While an-
thropologists, museum managers,
and Native American communi-
ties negotiate and struggle with
NAGPRA issues, a publicly
available housing standard has yet
to be devised and agreed upon by
these diverse communities. Pub-
lished information regarding the
care and storage of human re-
mains is vague at best and as-
sessment of appropriate housing
for human remains is com-
pounded by a lack of communica-
tion between the different parties

within anthropology and the Na-
tive American community. This
lack of communication is espe-
cially apparent within anthropol-
ogy, where each sub-discipline
has a different and often informal
“code of ethics” regarding the
preservation and respectful hous-
ing of human remains, and no
public consensus exists between
sub-disciplines. ~ The following
article considers the issue of long-
term storage and care of human
remains in terms of preservation,
NAGPRA requirements, and re-
search needs.

Our discussion is inspired by a
recent opportunity that was pre-
sented to the Department of An-
thropology and Ethnic Studies at
the University of Nevada, Las
Vegas.  Our existing building,
which houses classrooms, labora-
tory, and storage facilities, will be
demolished, and a new building

erected in its place. Planning a
new building allows those of us
working in the storage facility,
which contains archaeological and
forensic collections, to make rec-
ommendations for upgrading stor-
age. During our evaluation, we
gave special attention to the hous-
ing of all human remains in the
care of the Department.

Our primary goal was to identify
and balance the concerns of Na-
tive Americans, the needs of re-
searchers, and the cost and
space limitations of storage. In
light of this goal, we sought
two specific genres of informa-
tion. We first searched for pub-
lished literature that would guide
us in our assessment of preserva-
tion, storage, and size constraints
as they related to the storage
of human remains. Professional

See NEGLECT on page 3




Dear Friends and Member,
It is with mixed feelings that I tell you
of Kate Hogue's departure to a
different state. 1 am saddened at
losing such a competent board
member, but excited personally for
this wonderful opportunity that this is
affording her. 1 know that Santa Fe
will come to know what a wonderful
asset she is, just as we did. We will be
looking to fill the second year of her
term in the spring. Also, Kathleen
Koonce has taken a position in
Oklahoma, I know that she will be
greatly missed, and we wish her the
best.

I want to wish each of you the best of
holidays. As each of us deals with the
difficulties this season has brought,
not only economically, but also
emotionally, please know that you are
not alone, and that we all have been
touched by what is going on in the
world. It is my hope that we can
support each other through phone
calls, notes, and just by being there.
Take care of yourselves, and I hope to
see each of you in Houston in January.
Warm Wishes for the
Holiday Season,
Kandy Taylor-Hille
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MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

I began my museum "experience” in
1991 while in college working on a
B.A. in History/Museum Studies and
then a M.A. in History with a
Museum Studies Emphasis. Primed
to work in the museum field, I
volunteered at as many and varied
museums and positions as I could. 1
have worked in eight museums in my
short ten years. Of course, many
were at the same time. What energy
one has in college. It would be as
Registrar at The Heritage Society, in
Houston, that allowed me to become
involved in the Collection Managers
Committee.

...let us know what you want
to learn more about.

—————

CMC has helped me come out of my
shell and expand my horizons. I
would have never thought of myself
as a person who could coordinate
workshops until CMC posed the
challenge. Anyone who would be
interested in such challenges should
contact the CMC board before
elections next year. I have been a
part of CMC for three years and
highly recommend it to anyone
working with collections.

The CMC, an affinity of group of
Texas Association of Museums, has
tried to provide workshops that help
both newcomers and others wanting
to learn about new technology or
techniques.

KATHLEEN KOONCE

Outgoing CMC Office at Large.

Working on the Collection Managers
Committee board for the last two
years has really expanded my
experiences in the museum field. The
committee is a great way to network,
as well as gain more knowledge, or
refresh your memory on collection

management  skills. During my
tenure, 1 have organized three
workshops; collections storage-

hands-on workshop, computers in
collection management, and recently
digital imaging in museums.

I know ideas for workshops would be
appreciated; let us know what you
want to learn more about.

If you would like to spotlight yourself
or someone you know, contact
Carolyn Spears, CMC Secretary.

2000-2001 CMC OFFICERS

Kandy Taylor-Hille,Chair
Sebastopol SHS

PO Box 201

Seguin, TX 78156

tel. 830.379.4833

fax. 830.401.0583

e-mail sebastopol @the-cia.net

Milly Walker, Vice Chair

Dublin Dr. Pepper Bottling Co. Museum
321 N. Park St.

Dublin, TX 75202-3301

tel. 254/445-4210.

fax. 254.445.4677

e-mail milly @drpep.com

Sally Baulch-Rhoden,
Treasurer & Past Chair
Texas Memorial Museum

2400 Trinity

Austin, TX 778705-5730

tel. 512.471.1604

fax. 512.471.4794

e-mail sbaulch@mail.utexas.edu

Carolyn Spears, Secretary
Stone Fort Museum

PO Box 6075, SFASU
Nacogdoches, TX 75962-6075
tel. 936.468.2408

fax 936.468.7084

email cspears @sfasu.edu

Kathleen Koonce, Officer-at-Large
The Heritage Society

110 Bagby

Houston, TX 77002-2504

tel. 713.861.6958

email kathleenkoonce @hotmail.com

Kate Hogue, Office-at-Large (Editor)
John E. Conner Museum

Station 1 Box 2172

Kingsville, TX 78363

tel. 361.593.2852

fax 361.593.2112

eail kakh000@tamuk.edu

QAVIC Newsletter:

is a quarterly publication of the
Collection Managers Commit-
tee, a nonprofit affinity group of
the Texas Association of Muse-
ums. Submissions are due to the
Editor by the first of March,

May, August & November.
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Continued from page 1
literature seems to focus mainly
on excavation, transportation, and
reconstruction (Bass, 1995; Ube-
laker, 1989; White, 2000). Unfor-
tunately, the literature neglects the
issue of long-term housing of hu-
man remains. The second com-
ponent of our evaluation involved
assessing the needs of Native
Americans, Physical Anthropolo-
gists, Museum Curators and Col-
lection Managers, Conservators,
and Archaeologists.

Discussion of Perspectives

Native Americans -

Different tribes have different
needs when it comes to demon-
strating proper respect for a de-
ceased individual. Therefore, it is
important to consult with the ap-
propriate tribes when considering
specific housing needs. Consulta-
tions specific to our collections
revealed that, in general, it is im-
portant for human remains to re-
semble a human form in storage.
The bones should not be ran-
domly scattered throughout the
box, nor should different parts of
an individual be stored in separate
areas or containers. For example,
crania are sometimes housed
separately from the post-cranial
skeleton. We have found that this
arrangement is offensive and dis-
respectful to Native Americans
and others. It is preferable that
the body be presented in a manner
that is as close to its position prior
to excavation or retrieval as pos-
sible, keeping in mind that a box
for a fully extended adult is too
large and awkward to be safely
handled. Finally, bone should be
in contact only with inert organic
materials.

Coll;ﬁn Managers and
Conservators -

Collection managers’ and conser-
vators’ main concern is preserva-
tion. They often make decisions
about box materials, size, durabil-
ity, organization, cataloging, and
registration. Because our collec-
tive experience has shown that
handling causes the most damage
to human osteological remains, it
is vital to create an environment
that allows access, while simulta-
neously reducing damage caused
by excessive handling.

Limited space is also a major is-
sue. Space constraints often re-
quire boxes to be placed or
stacked on high shelves. With
this in mind, it is important to re-
alize that boxes may be tilted at
sharp angles as they are removed
from shelves.  Proper storage
must allow for tilting, while also
preventing the contents of boxes
from rolling around and becoming

damaged. Providing sturdy, wide,
platform-ladders is recommended
to facilitate access under such cir-
cumstances.

Keeping collections clean is yet
another challenge to collections
managers. It is essential to have
storage containers that are made
of materials that are easy to clean.
Dust tends to collect in the best of
environments, so it is good to
have the boxes and shelves made
of a material that can quickly and
easily be cleaned.

Archival housing at the most ba-
sic level, starts with a storage box
made from inert and acid free ma-
terials. The box must also be du-
rable and able to support the
weight of larger individuals, yet
not be so heavy that it is difficult
to maneuver.

Organizing  collections in nu-
merical order by catalog number
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Box without trays. Bones are separated by foam wedges that also
keep the bones from shifting while the box is being moved. Illustra-

tions by Jennifer Riddle.

See NEGLECT on page 4
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greatly reduces the amount of
time locating individuals. It is
preferable to organize individuals
numerically by catalog number
rather than by age, sex, race or
some other variable because cata-
log numbers represent a clear and
understandable system that does
not make presumptions about a
researcher’s interests or specific
questions. Having a sortable elec-
tronic database containing a bio-
logical profile (i.e. age, sex, and
“race” information) as well as a
bone inventory is recommended
to reduce initial handling.

Physical Anthropologists -

Time constraints and accessibility
are two prominent concerns of
physical anthropologists. Re-
searchers often have a limited
amount of time in which to study
a given collection. Fiscal con-
straints related to the cost of con-
ducting research limit the amount
of time a researcher can spend
with a given collection. The op-
erating schedule of a repository,
the time constraints of museum
personnel, and the needs of other
researchers may also restrict time.

Accessibility also influences the
amount of time a researcher
spends with collections. In addi-
tion to proper organization, it is
essential that the storage container
be of adequate size. Researchers
often find it frustrating to waste
valuable time trying to fit an indi-
vidual into a box that is clearly
too small. It is also helpful to
have bones grouped together
within a box. For instance, keep-
ing the hand bones together and
sorted by right and left sides,
keeping the ribs together, and

keef-ﬁng the vertebrae together
reduces the amount of time a re-
searcher spends looking for and
placing specific bones. Grouping
also reduces the amount of han-

Currently, we are experimenting
with a box measuring 28”7 x 187 x
6” in size. The box size is based
on maximum long bone lengths of
a complete male as defined by

dling a skeleton is subjected to Ubelaker’s stature table (Ube-
and reduces damage to the bones.  laker, 1989:146).
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Box with trays. These are separate trays for the right and left hands
as well as separate trays for the right and left feet bones. The trays
for each set of bones stack on top of each other.

Conclusions

After reviewing the needs of the
various groups interested in the
long term housing of human re-
mains, we designed a storage box
that we hope satisfies at least the
most important concerns of these
groups. We have focused on the
issues of size, materials, and lay-
out.

Size is an important aspect of box
building. If the box is too small,
there is a tendency to either split
up the individual or to force re-
mains into a box in which they do
not fit. If the box is too large,

then there is movement of mate-

rial within the box, which is dam-
aging to the bone. Large boxes
are also unwieldy and impractical
for storage and handling purposes.

We suggest the use of inert mate-
rials, as recommended by conser-
vators. A corrugated polyethyl-
ene sheet, such as Corex™, is an
inert acid-free material that is rea-
sonably priced, durable, flexible,
lightweight, and easily cleaned.
We also suggest adding a layer of
open cell polyethylene foam, such
as Ethafoam™, to the bottom (and
possibly sides) of the box for
cushioning. To accommodate the
concerns of Native American
groups, we recommend placing a
layer of well-washed and rinsed
unbleached and undyed cotton
muslin fabric over the Etha-
foam™ to ensure that bone is in
contact with organic material.

See NEGLECT on page 5
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The layout of a box should ac-
commodate both Native American
concerns and the needs of physi-
cal anthropologists. ~ We have
compartmentalized and  com
pressed the placement of bone
elements, while prioritizing ana-
tomical order. The cranium is
placed at the top of the box and
flanked by all long bones on ei-
ther side. Below the cranium are
the vertebrae and the pelvis.
Scapula and clavicle are placed
below long bones on the appro-
priate side. Sorted ribs, hand, and
foot bones are organized accord-
ing to right and left sides, and are
placed in open trays above the
long bones. This layout facilitates
research by improving access and
reducing the amount of time spent
locating and placing bones, while
also approximating the original
anatomical position of the indi-
vidual. Such a layout also mini-
mizes handling and reduces the
amount of damage to bones.

Summary

The housing of human remains,
regardless of cultural affiliation, is
a basic issue within anthropology
that has not been standardized or
actively discussed in current lit-
erature. Despite the indispensable
function of a box, the issue of
how to best create satisfactory
housing has been sorely ne-
glected. There is a tendency to
see the box as an easily resolved
non-issue. However, as we hope
we have shown, there are many
issues to consider when designing
proper storage. The box we have
designed is part of an ongoing
project related to storage and
housing issues. We plan to con-
tinue intercultural and interdisci-
plinary negotiations and further
modify our design. We welcome
feedback and would appreciate
suggestions.

Send feedback to:

cassmanv(@nevada.edu

Vicki Cassman is Assistant Pro-
fessor, Department of Anthropol-

ogy and Lthnic Studies, at the
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
and and Universidad de Tara-
paca, Chile.

Kristen Martin, Jennifer Riddle,
and Sali Underwood are graduate
students in the Department of An-
thropology and Ethnic Studies, at
the University of Nevada, Las Ve-
gas.
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Call For Nominations

It is time once again for new leadership on the CMC Board.
Anyone interested in being an officer can submit him or herself
or make suggestions for nominations to the following offices: :

President « Treasurer - Officer-at-Large

Please, send nominations to:

Lisa Rebori

Houston Museum of Natural Science

One Hermann Circle Dr
Houston, TX 77030
ph 713/639-4670

fx 713/523-4125
Irebori@hmns.mus.tx.us







