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Abstract 

This thesis gives an insight into some of the collections and exhibitions of human remains that 

are being held at institutions and museums in Norway. The main focus is on exhibitions at 

Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museums located at Norsk Teknisk Museum. Exhibitions and 

collections that are based on the same theme are also a focus. The thesis mainly revolves 

around the people that work with exhibitions that contain human remains, and the people that 

visit these exhibitions. A recurring question throughout the thesis is how different people 

(museum workers, the audience, other academic interests) relate to human remains in 

museums and collections. It also asks questions of what the audience think of them, and how 

the human remains themselves “communicate” with other people.  

In this thesis, themes like the connection between Anthropology and human remains is 

explored. The focus on human remains is connected to aspects of research, agency, 

conceptions of life and death, emotions, and senses. The exhibitions of human remains also 

reflect a material culture and the ethical issues surrounding them. This thesis tries to argue 

that human remains are always placed in a liminal state between what is considered dead and 

alive. Their functions and statuses are always changeable, and they can mean different things 

to different people. 

 

Keywords: Human remains, Agency, Material Culture, Research, Ethics 
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1 Introduction 

This thesis is based on a fieldwork conducted in Oslo, and partly in Trondheim, Norway, in 

the spring of 2017. The fieldwork was conducted with an interest in human remains and how 

they relate to the general public in Norway. This thesis gives an insight into the encounters I 

have had with human remains that are located in museums. It is also an account of the people 

that engage with human remains in museum collections and exhibitions. This chapter is 

introducing what this master thesis is about. It will introduce the research question and the 

topic of the thesis, and it contains a chapter summary. 

At a visit many years ago at the British Museum I had my first memorable encounter with the 

remains of a dead person. In the Egyptian part of the museum I gazed upon a mummy that 

laid displayed inside a glass box. The body was not covered by anything, so it just laid there 

with some skin and hair. I had seen mummies before, but this time I really felt something for 

them, something different than before. For some reason I realized that the mummy displayed 

before me was an actual dead person that had at some time been alive. The thought of it made 

me, for the first time ever, uneasy. This encounter made me interested in questions I never 

really had thought much about. I thought of questions like; how dead human beings or parts 

of them are being displayed, and what it might tell about how people view what constitutes 

life and death. 

These questions stayed with me for years and finally became the focus when I was to conduct 

the fieldwork that this thesis is about. During my research at exhibitions at Norsk Teknisk 

Museum and Body Worlds Vital, these questions prevailed. My time at Norsk Teknisk 

Museum (hereafter NTM) and more specifically Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum (hereafter 

NMM) has given me new insights into what human remains are and how they are a part of the 

larger society and culture of Norway. This is also the case of Body Worlds, but in a different 

and more international way. There seems to be a widespread fascination with dead bodies and 

human remains, given the fact that exhibitions like Body Worlds have attracted so many 

visitors and attention around the world. I, myself have also been fascinated by human 

remains. They fascinate in both good and bad ways.  

During my fieldwork at NTM, I have spent time a great deal of time with human remains. The 

human remains are an important part of NMM to both the people that work at the museum 

and to the people that visit the exhibitions that contain human remains. NTM is a science 
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museum that is one of the most popular museums in Norway. It is particularly visited by a 

huge number of school children and kids in general. One can say that the museum, as an 

institution that teaches and educates the younger generation of people, has a particular role 

that shapes people’s views of science, medicine and culture. The museum is also a popular 

destination for people of all ages and its appeal reaches into the wider sides of Norwegian 

society.  

The people that work at NTM and NMM have been the ones I have spent most time with. In 

addition to this a major part of the fieldwork has been to talk and observe people that visit 

exhibitions of human remains. This be visitors and other people that are interested in the 

subject of human remains. Before, during and after I have made my intentions clear that this 

research must benefit all the involved. It is not just me, as a student that gets all the 

information and data from people, it must give something back. Whether this is useful 

insights or not, remains to be seen. Doing fieldwork, you of course want to do justice to the 

people you portray.  

The topic of the thesis 

This thesis is based on a field and a subject that in some way sets it apart from other studies in 

anthropology. It is not placed at a “traditional” site and it does not deal with easy types of 

subjects. This makes this type of study different, but also equally difficult to study. This is 

reflected in what I did during the fieldwork. Human remains are not an easy topic to deal 

with, as I will show below. One major thing to be aware of in this thesis, is the focus on 

human remains as both a human actor and the material aspect to it. Because of the at times, 

material focus, this thesis reflects the relatively large portion of theoretical context. Viewing 

human remains in this manner needs context and background. 

So, the core subject of this thesis is about human remains. Human remains can be seen, as I 

contend, as representations of what it means to be human. They are special in the sense that 

they are humans, but equally life-less. Because of this, I want to challenge an assumption that 

postulates that ethnographic and anthropological work should only deal with living human 

beings. In the way I see it, human remains must be treated in the same way as living human 

beings. Simply because they are remains of actual living people.  



3 

 

The way I use the term human remains is quite broad. When I write about human remains I 

include a lot in the term. I understand human remains as: 

Human remains, is in the present guidelines understood as intact skeletons, parts of 

skeletons, remains from cremations, and other human biological material that is kept at 

museums and collections, or that emerges by archaeological and other investigations. 

A rule of thumb by delineation of the guidelines intended scope, is that they in practice 

mostly will concern human remains that are older than approximately 60 years. (my 

translation, Etiske retningslinjer for forskning på menneskelige levninger, 3).  

This thesis tries to see how one can understand human remains from different angles. It does 

not assume that there is one just way of looking at human remains, but that there can be many 

approaches to the same material. To my knowledge there has been some works that deal 

specifically with human remains in the field of Social Anthropology. Although, it is more 

common to deal with the subject in fields like archaeology and museology, where there seems 

to be a more material approach to human remains.  

In this thesis I will instead try to apply anthropological theory to human remains. Through 

anthropological theories on agency, materiality, senses, emotions, the body, death, museum 

work and research, I will try to give an account of the ways people that I have observed and 

spoken to, feel about human remains. One of the most important approaches to the human 

remains are the way people view them and the way the remains can have social agency. 

Agency is in this thesis understood as “the capacity, condition, or state of acting or of exerting 

power” (Agency, 2018). 

Therefore, this thesis concerns matters of the social. Bruno Latour defines the social as “a 

very particular movement of re-association and reassembling” (Latour, 2003: 7). This, he 

states, contrasts to the belief in social sciences that the social refers to” a special domain, a 

specific realm, or a particular sort of thing” (ibid: 7). I will try to use this definition of the 

social when I explore the relationships between human remains and everyone or anything that 

comes into contact with them. Janet Hoskins has shown that there have been two ways of 

looking at objects in comparison to persons (Hoskins, 2006: 78). The first way is how the 

biography of things has been explored by seeing how objects are perceived by the people that 

engage with them. The second is attempts to make the objects “speak” themselves by 

connecting them to history and society. In this thesis I will attempt to look at human remains 

in both of these manners.  
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Social relationships are probably the most important part of Social Anthropology. It is about 

the social and cultural life of human beings. When writing of Anthropology and the social, 

Alfred Gell argues that “in so far as anthropology has a specific subject-matter at all, that 

subject-matter is social relationships – relationships between participants in social systems of 

various kinds” and that “culture has no existence independently of its manifestation in social 

interactions” (Gell, 1998: 4). Howard Morphy argues that by adopting this position, enables 

Gell to place the semantic and aesthetic aspects outside of anthropological theory and that he 

does not see the agency of objects in this manner (Morphy, 2009:7). By not looking at 

aesthetics and symbolic meaning he misses out on this particular way that objects create 

agency. I will apply and focus on both Gell’s and Morphy’s arguments when showing how 

human remains can be viewed in different ways. 

I want to look at social relationships that forms in relation to human remains. This thesis gives 

an account of what kind of stories come out of these relationships. It focuses on what types of 

stories that are being told, and on who is telling them.1 The relationships that forms through 

the human remains are being explored. In addition to this it gives insight into what kind of 

relations it does not form. In this sense it might be that some «actors» are missing in these 

stories and relationships. These actors may be people, organisations, and academics that do 

not know that collections of human remains can be found in museums.  

Research question and chapter summary  

In this thesis I will be focusing on a single research question, but I will propose a number of 

different aspects to my fieldwork. I want to focus on the human remains that are contained at 

NMM and Body Worlds and see how their origins and stories are told through different times 

and contexts. Taking inspiration from George Marcus’ (1995) idea of “following the social 

life of the thing” and Arjun Appadurai’s (1986) thoughts on “the social life of things”, I will 

look at the human remains in this way. The other important issue that I will focus on is 

looking at the ways people see the collections of human remains and how their story can 

possibly be changed or altered by the people, institutions, museums who have been, and are 

interacting with them. I will look at the possibility of human remains having agency. Agency 

that gives the ability to interact with people that surrounds them. In this way, I will keep 

                                                 
1 In thesis, comments and my own descriptions of the field are written in cursive 
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Alfred Gell’s and Actor-network theory’s insights on agency in mind when looking at how 

people interact with human remains.  

So, the research question is as follows: 

How can human remains in museums have an impact in and outside museum walls? And how 

do visitors, the environment, institutions, and society feel about and connect with human 

remains? 

This research question seeks to explore how the human remains affect their environment, the 

people and the society that surrounds them. I want to focus on the museum as a foundation for 

those relationships that take shape and the repercussions they make. The relationships and 

effects that I am thinking about here, is with school children, visitors, employees, politics, 

ethics, society, conceptions of death and research. By following the human remains, one can 

see what happens in relation to other people and interests.  

This thesis is structured in a particular way. The chapters of this thesis will discuss different 

approaches to the theme of human remains. This is mainly because I want to approach the 

subject through different angles that say something about human remains in different ways. 

By dividing it into a series of thematical chapters I hope to envision the many ways people 

think and act in relation to human remains.  

The current chapter introduces the topic of this thesis and the research question. It also 

contains a disposition of the structure of the thesis. Chapter 2 gives an account of the field, the 

methods used in the fieldwork and a reflection on my own positionality in the field. It will 

also reflect different aspects to the field and show how I got access and some issues 

surrounding doing fieldwork at “home”. In chapter 3, the focus is on human remains and their 

relation to museums. Museums have held human remains for decades and do so at specific 

types of museums. I will shed some light onto the museum and their role in society, and what 

they have to do with democratization. I addition to this I will also take a look at ethics and 

ethical considerations in relation to human remains. Lastly, I will see Nasjonalt Medisinsk 

Museum and Body Worlds Vital in connection to human remains.  

Chapter 4 is related to the previous chapter, because I will discuss the different types of 

research that has been done to human remains. Research done to different ethnic populations 

and “races” will be seen in connection to the way human remains have been displayed and 

made research on. In chapter 5, the focus is on the body, death and the connections they have 
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with human remains. Concepts such as those of the living and the dead body is explored in 

relation to museum display.  

Chapter 6 looks at senses and emotions in relation to human remains. The way people act and 

engage with human remains displayed at museums give some insight into how they 

understand what it is to be human. This chapter focuses mainly on the public and visitors to 

the museums. In chapter 7, I discuss the concept of agency and the possibility of human 

remains having the capacity to act. This chapter looks at how human remains “act” in the 

presence of people that engages with the museums. Finally, in chapter 8 I make my 

concluding remarks on this thesis and will add some points to how further research on human 

remains can be conducted. 
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2 Field, methodology and position 

In this chapter I present my field of research, how I conducted my fieldwork and the choices I 

made throughout the fieldwork. First, I will introduce my research field site to the reader of 

this thesis and a general introduction to the types and groups of informants I have studied. 

Second, I want to show what kind of methods I used while being in the field. Lastly, I also 

want to reflect on my own positionality and elaborate on how it may have had some impact 

on the fieldwork.  

The field, site and location  

To describe a field site can sometimes be difficult. One of the main issues in my case was to 

make sense of where the field started and where it ended. My notion of a what an 

anthropological field was like, was so embedded in me that it made it harder for me to see the 

field properly. The ideas of a “real field” or fieldwork at some island somewhere distracted 

me from time to time. I later came to understand that a field is basically “everywhere” and 

that I had to be the one who narrowed it down. Raymond Madden contends that there is no 

pre-existing ethnographic field for the ethnographer to study (Madden, 2010: 38). He adds 

that “ethnographic fields do not exist beyond the imaginings of the ethnographer” (ibid). To 

construct a field is not to control the field and the people that are involved in it. It is about 

controlling the thought processes for the ethnographer (ibid, 39). To me, this sums the 

“construction” of a field up nicely.  

My own construction of a field circled around the theme of human remains. These remains 

were going to be placed inside museums or institutions that had some collection or exhibition 

of human material. I started to do some research into collections and museums that held 

skeletal or human remains in both Norway and the other Nordic countries. I eventually found 

some promising institutions that I could work with. I got in contact with people at 

Kulturhistorisk Museum (Museum of cultural history) in Oslo and contacts at Anatomisk 

Institutt (Anatomical Institute) at the University of Oslo to see if they had any human remains 

in their collections or exhibitions. Kulturhistorisk Museum had no skulls or human remains, 

but they told me that the ones they once had, had now been relocated to De Schreinerske 

Samlinger (The Schreiner Collections) at the Anatomical Institute at the University of Oslo. I 

wrote to the institute about a request for access to De Schreinerske Samlinger that houses over 
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8500 skeletal remains, in the hope that I could observe and look at the documents gathered 

about the skulls and skeletal remains in the collection. This request was in the end not granted 

due to several reasons which I will explain in connection to ethics. 

This process led me to discover that Norsk Teknisk Museum (Norwegian Museum of Science 

and Technology) had an ongoing project called “Tingenes Metode” (The method of things). 

By chance I looked up a page on Facebook that led me to this project. In one of the 

subprojects called “Skjeletter i Skapet” (Skeletons in the closet), human remains were the 

central thematic orientation. I decided to contact the people involved in Tingenes Metode to 

hear what they were doing and what kind of activities they were going to have. They were 

exited to talk to me and happy that people were interested in their project. They were glad to 

talk to me about the project and how we could incorporate the work of Tingenes Metode with 

my own project. Through this project new strains of people, things and networks came into 

my field.  

My research was mainly conducted at Norsk Teknisk Museum and more specifically at 

Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum (National Museum of Medicine) that is a part of NTM. The 

latter is a museum inside another museum, so to speak. The people who work at Nasjonalt 

Medisinsk Museum are exhibition technicians, curators, conservators, photographers and 

archive workers, among others. To me, the curators and conservators are the ones whom I had 

most contact with. In addition to this is the contact with the human remains themselves and 

their surroundings. The selection of informants seemed quite random at first. One could say 

that I chose my (living) informants from the connection they had to the human remains. I tried 

to follow the relationships and connections that came out of contact with the human remains 

held at NMM. I will elaborate more on this in the chapter that deals with agency.  

In addition to the main work at NMM, I also did research on the Body Worlds Vital 

exhibition at NTNU Vitenskapsmuseet, in Trondheim. This exhibition was a temporary 

exhibit displayed from the 6th of June to the 8th of October 2017. At this exhibition I mainly 

studied the human remains that were on display and the reactions from the public.  

During the course of the fieldwork I tried to get access to the already mentioned De 

Schreinerske Samlinger. This was a tedious process that took many months to get some 

answers on a possible access to the collection. I corresponded with people responsible for De 

Schreinerske Samlinger and representatives from Sametinget (The Norwegian Sami 
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Parliament). The reason for my involvement with Sametinget is because I wanted access to 

the restricted section that contains human material of Sami origin. My request for access were 

treated by the institute and went back and forth between different staff. The institute then 

wanted advice on my access request from Skjelettutvalget which gives advice on research on 

human remains. It took a long time to get a statement from them because they only had their 

meeting on the 15th of June 2017. In the end I did not get access to the collection, due to 

ethical considerations and a plan that were not feasible enough.  

Changes have been a major part of this fieldwork. I ended up doing fieldwork in the city I live 

in. The fact that I was not granted access to De Schreinerske Samlinger led me to other good 

collections of human remains. The initial focus on skulls that I had in my research proposal 

changed throughout the fieldwork. I started to focus on human remains as a larger category. I 

found that this was a much more interesting and broader category to investigate. It was also 

easier to find such things in museums and collections.  

During fieldwork I realised that human remains are particularily difficult to investigate. They 

are in most cases difficult to get access to, and sometimes hard to do research on. In terms of 

the methodological choices I made, it reflects this difficulty. Human remains are difficult to 

study, since there are particular ethical restrictions connected to them.  

While in the field I did not get to do all the research that I wanted to do. I would have loved to 

do more, but due to a number of difficulties, this thesis is based on the things that I did get to 

do. Doing the fieldwork, I was very reliant on the specific “gatekeepers” to my field. Some 

difficulties in relation to the field can be that sometimes the people you are studying are busy. 

Being in the field you have to rely on other people to have time to talk to you. Although this 

was not a problem most of the time for me, I found myself some days not knowing what to 

do. In the case of wanting to get access to the collection at Anatomisk Institutt I had to wait 

for other people to make decisions regarding my requests.  

Some of the major challenges was the opening hours. Even though I did some observation at 

the museum, one must comply to the rules, just as any other visitor. When the museum 

closed, I had to go home. I could not just follow people home, because that would not have 

anything to do with the topic of human remains. Since the field was at the museum, the field 

stopped there. That sets this field apart from more traditional field and fieldworks where one 

does not limit oneself to a particular place, like a museum, and its opening hours. I could 
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investigate further after closing hours, but that would mean I had to go somewhere else and 

read up on the subject instead.  

Moreover, there could be days and even weeks without “anything” (or something interesting 

at least) happening. Doing fieldwork can sometimes contain a lot of waiting and therefore 

boredom. It is also, sometimes, extremely frustrating when there is nothing happening, and 

you start to get worried about having enough material to make a point in your thesis. Luckily 

some days were filled with good observations and conversations that improved my sense of 

purpose.  

Anthropology at home 

In recent years it has become more and more common to do Anthropology “at home”. I chose 

to do my fieldwork at home because it gives insights into people, institutions and things that 

are geographically a part of my own world. This does not mean that I know my field through 

and through. It is quite the contrary, because I have sometimes discovered how little I know 

about the field, even though I share the same geographical space. I did not know a lot about 

medical museums, or human remains for that matter. I knew NTM quite well, but I was not 

that familiar with NMM and its collections and exhibitions.  

Even though I knew quite a bit about the field, place and the museum I had to be aware of the 

possibility of missing out on things. Marianne Gullestad is pointing out the fact that it is easy 

to be blind to the aspects of home-culture (Gullestad, 1984: 47). Since my informants 

sometimes shared my educational background and interests I had to think quite a lot about 

even the most obvious aspects of the field. I had to think in terms of what Kathinka Frøystad 

calls “self-exotification” (Frøystad 2003: 40). To look at one own’s society with new and 

foreign eyes can be hard, but it results, hopefully in a better understanding of the field. Also, 

when doing fieldwork at home the transparency of the research is perhaps clearer than 

fieldwork done elsewhere. One has to be aware of how one presents the people in the thesis.  

Signe Howell shares her concerns about the fieldwork at home. For her, the fieldwork at 

home gives rise to a whole set of methodological problems (Howell, 2001: 18). She does not 

see that a fieldwork at home can give the ethnographer the real “culture-shock” that she thinks 

he or she needs (Howell, 2001: 17). This way of looking at the anthropological fieldwork is 

based on a notion that there have to be considerable differences in a society, for it to be worth 
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studying. I do not agree on this, because there can be stark differences inside what 

Norwegians may call society. Kathinka Frøystad argues that to do fieldwork at home, in 

Norway, is not really a methodological problem. It has to do with the notion of the “real 

fieldwork” and that this notion is not applicable to studies of conditions in the Norwegian 

society (Frøystad, 2003: 33). Marianne Gullestad elaborates on doing fieldwork at home in 

relation to a Norwegian setting. 

Some mainstream anthropologists regard studies of social life in Norway and Northern 

Europe as belonging to the field of sociology rather than to anthropology. From such a 

viewpoint, Norway is intrinsically a part of the wealthy West or North; at the same 

time, it is a country without either imperial political traditions or – with the exception 

of the Sami – interesting cultural traditions. (Gullestad in Lien and Melhuus, 2011: 

135) 

I sometimes found it difficult to do fieldwork “at home”, in the city and country I live in. It 

was also a fieldwork that was conducted in relatively familiar settings. The boundaries 

between my “field” and my “home” sometimes became so blurred that it was difficult to see 

the two apart. The field became a place that had no specific boundaries, because as I will later 

elaborate on, I followed how human remains and people connect. This led to a whole string of 

chains, even outside of the museums walls.  

The aspect of boundaries also relates to the length of the fieldwork. When doing fieldwork at 

home, I had easy access to “the field” and had the opportunity to consult it. Even after the 

fieldwork were supposed to end, it became difficult not to visit the field. This is due to the 

plan I had to see the outcome of the “Skjeletter i skapet” exhibition and other opportunities I 

got to seek out people to talk to. In a way, the ties to the field never ends.  

Methodology 

During the fieldwork I made use of a variety of methods to make the research easier and 

practical. The methodological strategies and choices that I have made have both been planned 

and made in the heat of the moment. Participant observation has been the most important 

method for me to study my field. It gave me the opportunity to both study the things that were 

happening, but also to participate in them. To do participant observation is to be with people 

and share experiences and events with them (Madden, 2010: 34). Talking, listening and being 
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with people have given information and data that could not have come with other methods. To 

engage with people in this way has shown that participant observation is important because it 

makes the fieldworker a bigger part of the field. Instead of just observing, one participates in 

what is happening.  

During the fieldwork, I have been taking inspiration from the Actor-network theory and its 

methods. ANT views the researcher as a participant that takes part in the social field, rather 

than as an observer of what is studied. In that way, the approach ANT take is in direct contrast 

to research that views the social world “from above” (Muniesa, 2015: 81). I did not only 

observe and talk to people, I also tried to look at how human remains became a part of the 

social life at the museum. I studied the remains themselves and also how people were 

engaging with them.  

In my fieldwork I have been both observing and participating at events, public meetings, 

workshops, book launches and exhibition openings. All of this in relation to Tingenes Metode 

and sub project Skjeletter i skapet. In relation to Tingenes Metode I have gathered data from 

being an observer and talking to the people involved in the project Skjeletter i skapet and 

other interested parties. I have also been given material from the people involved in the 

project, like written material for me to study.  I have observed and participated at public 

meetings related to Norwegian racial research, workshops, at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum 

and meetings/workshops organized by Skjeletter i skapet. At the mentioned meetings and 

inside the museum there have sometimes been school children and school classes that 

regularly visits the museum. I have been following them and observing them when they were 

visiting the museum.  

The way I would observe at the NMM museum was to be someone who also attended the 

exhibition. I would look at the exhibition myself to get to know the things and human remains 

better and engage with the people that I got in contact with there. Observing people would 

sometimes feel weird when looking at and “sneaking up on” people. I planned my 

observations so that I could get to chance to observe and talk to people in larger numbers. The 

way I would do that was to investigate what times of the day the museum was most busy. I 

sometimes used Google, which shows times that people are most likely to visit and how long 

they usually stay there for. In the more arranged meetings I would have a double role when 

collecting data, I was both a participant and an observer. 
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I have been observing and talking to people at different institutions and museums in Norway. 

There might be delimitations to the material gathered because of the different types of work 

being done to each museum and the time spent there. This is especially true in the case of the 

Body World exhibit where I did not get the amount of time I wanted to spend there. If the 

shortage of money had not been a problem, I definitely would have travelled more or visited 

more museums/institutions. I went as an observer when going to the Body Worlds exhibition, 

but the role as an observer kind of blended with the role as myself as a participant at the 

museum. This became difficult when I got into talks with other people attending the 

exhibition. To the exhibition I brought with me an informant, who was really interested in the 

topic of anatomy. Somehow this made it easier to get a better view of the exhibition.   

In the moments where I both observed and talked to people at the same time it became 

difficult to take notes, without it being awkward or unnatural. Then I decided it would 

sometimes be best to take notes afterwards. This method had some flaws, because sometimes 

I would remember someone saying something really smart or interesting, but I could not 

remember what it was. When just observing it was not always the right moment to take notes, 

but I used my phone for jotting down short sentences or reactions that people made. It was not 

always easy to both observe and talk to people at the same time, because one is clearly 

missing out on things that could be good data.  

This kind of data gathered through observations have given me much good material and 

shown peoples genuine reactions to the things being exhibited at the different exhibition. In 

some cases, there have been statements and reactions that are directly traceable to persons or 

groups. A solution to this has been to anonymize the material and statements being said, in the 

best way possible. This means that I have removed all signs of the person saying certain 

things that can trace it back to a certain person.  

Instead of using interviews, which I had originally planned, I decided to gather information 

through informal conversations. Throughout the fieldwork I understood that informal 

conversations were easier to conduct and more practical to use. Since it is not that formal it 

makes it easier to talk to people. They feel more relaxed and the conversations flows better. In 

addition to this, to talk informally makes it easier to do other things while talking. The people 

whom I have been talking to have known who I am and what I have been doing. Because of 

this it is easier for the people I have talked to, to understand that what I am doing is research 

that may include them in this thesis.  
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Given my own background, which I will be getting back to below, I sometimes would take 

things for granted. Because I thought I knew something, I did not bother to ask people about 

it. In retrospect, I think this is problematic because sometimes I would just assume that I 

understood what people were talking about. This is a pitfall that some researchers might fall 

into.  

Other methods I used was to look at different written material like books, newspapers, online 

sources, museums labels, interactive sources and videos connected to the museums I have 

studied. These materials are often used for public consumption by the visitors to the 

museums. The museums often produce these types of materials, so visitors can get a better 

learning outcome from visiting. Therefore, I found it interesting for me to study these 

materials myself.  

Another way to engage with people was to use social media. By looking at involvement, such 

as discussions and commentaries by the general public, I got more information from people 

and events that were taking place in relation to the exhibitions. At online sites on Facebook I 

studied what people were talking about at the Teknisk Museum and Tingenes Metode sites. It 

is important to say that the topics people discussed were the main interest to me, not 

individual statements. Therefore, no statements or utterings made at these sites are traceable 

in this thesis.  

The last method I used was taking photographs of the different exhibitions and the things 

displayed there. This was a nice way to look at the exhibits through the help of a camera. It 

was also a good way for me to remember what was in these collections and for me to look at 

them any time I wanted. All the photos in this thesis are photographs that I have taken myself.  

Position 

When doing fieldwork, it is important to look at oneself and our own position. I have been 

reflecting on my own position and background both before, during and after the fieldwork 

was completed. In Anthropology one is always positioned. My own subjective thoughts, 

observations and analysis is this thesis’ foundation when describing other people and 

museums’ reality. To describe other realities has been a challenge for me, since I have been 

afraid that I have misunderstood things and not presented people the way they are.  
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Since my research has been based in Norway, mostly in the city I live in and in relatively 

familiar settings, it is sometimes hard to study how I am positioned in all of this. In terms of 

my educational background I know some aspects of the field I have been studying. Having 

studied Art History, I had a basic theoretical knowledge about museums and exhibitions, but 

no practical experience in relation to museums. Medical collections and exhibitions were 

something I had little knowledge of, prior to this research, and especially in a museum setting.  

During my fieldwork my own position and “role” were not always clear. This is something I 

sometimes felt in contact with people in relation to the exhibitions. In the case of the 

“Skjeletter i skapet” project I have sometimes been given the role of a master student who is 

conducting research on human remains when being presented to other people outside of the 

project. This is also shown in the book that was released in relation to the completion of the 

Tingenes Metode project (Huseby and Treimo, 2018: 111). Somehow the people involved in 

Tingenes Metode felt that I had some connection to the project and chose to present me that 

way. In other cases, I was mistaken for someone working at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum by 

random visitors to the museum.  
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3 Human remains, museums and 

collections  

This chapter aims to see how human remains are and have been a part of museums and 

collections. It also seeks to give insight into the different museums and institutions that for 

different reasons houses human remains. It will start by introducing the main focus for this 

thesis, namely the medical collection at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum. It will also give an 

insight into the Body Worlds Vital exhibition and other museums and institutions that are 

similar in kind to the two mentioned exhibitions. The role that museums and institutions have 

in society will also be discussed in relation to human remains. Lastly, it also considers the 

ethical challenges that comes with dealing with human remains.  

In this chapter I try to see how human remains sometimes have been viewed and displayed as 

“different” or as “others” in museums. In relation to this, Daniel Sherman argues that 

museums help us understand difference and that “difference offers a productive framework 

for understanding museums” (Sherman, 2008: 1). He also contends that “objects in museums 

stand for an aesthetic ideal, a culture, a historical epoch, a scientific discovery or technique”, 

but they also stand for an imagined future (ibid, 5). This future is imagined by the visitor to 

museums like NMM; who gets inspiration, information and a sort of transformation when 

dealing with the museum objects, and in this case, human remains. 

Human remains in museums 

The museum is not a public place like any other: it expresses and authenticates a 

society’s established or official values and images. Nor is a dead human body an 

object like any other: human remains have special significance in all societies. 

(Wieczorkiewicz, 2005: 51) 

Speaking of ancient Egyptian mummies, Anna Wieczorkiewicz makes a strong point on the 

subject of human remains in museums that I think applies in relation to the human remains 

that is featured here. She contends that human remains are sometimes viewed as special in the 

setting of the museum. This is perhaps because museums have “a long history of collecting, 

storing and displaying human remains” (Goodnow, 2006: 16). Although, the different ways 

museums deal with human remains can be quite diverse. In addition to being collected, stored 
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and displayed, human remains have also been used as research objects and for educational 

purposes in museums (Jenkins, 2011: 2). Since the 18th century, museums have held, done 

research on, and displayed human remains. As I am explaining later in chapter 4, human 

remains were before the 19th century exhibited as “curiosities” that were gathered from 

explorers, traders, and colonial forces. When the 19th century had gone by, human remains 

had been collected by scientists in several exhibitions (Jenkins, 2011: 3). With the 

Enlightenment came a new scientific view on the body that made human remains into objects 

for research. Since those days, new groups and communities have found ways to re-claim 

human remains thought to “belong” to them (ibid, 3). Among those groups are indigenous 

groups that want their ancestors to be repatriated2 back to their rightful place.  

Although human remains have been a source of fascination throughout the years, they have 

been given new functions in society today (Jenkins. 2011: 7). Through a variety of discourses, 

movements, and institutions human remains have been brought up. Human rights, nation-

building activities, repatriation claims, art exhibitions, displays in museums, popular fiction 

and tv crime have all contributed to a newfound interest in human remains (ibid, 7). Jack 

Lohman argues that “museums have to make decisions on whether they retain these 

collections, as well as how to care for, manage, research, display, interpret and communicate 

knowledge about them” (Lohman, 2006: 12). Museums like NMM have also been making 

decisions about how they were going to approach the collection of human remains. Therefore, 

the process of communicating with the audience has been important to them.  

More generally, through a scientific conception of the body it has been possible to display and 

do research on human remains, and in that way view them as objects used in the name of 

science (Jenkins, 2011: 112). Time and age are also of importance when viewing remains as 

scientific objects. Tiffany Jenkins argues that the older the human remains are and the further 

they are from social relationships, makes them easier to classify as scientific and anatomical 

objects (ibid, 112). Verónica Córdova S also argues that exhibitions of human remains are 

only made possible if they can be distanced in time and culture from the ones who are 

viewing them (Córdova S, 2006: 71). Since most of the human remains that are displayed at 

many museums have been dead for centuries, it is easier for museums to display them and for 

people to watch them. The human remains at NMM, as I will explain later, are relatively 

“new” remains, in the sense that they originate from the two last centuries. The same goes for 

                                                 
2 Repatriation is an act of bringing back remains of a deceased person to be laid to rest at the place they 

originally came from. 
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the human remains at Body Worlds Vital. The strategy of distancing oneself from human 

remains can result in viewing human remains as distinctly different from oneself – as “others” 

(Goodnow, 2006: 129). Through the use of time and space, visitors to the museum can create 

“others”. To be more cautious, some museums find it better to display parts of human bodies 

instead of whole bodies. This is both due to the practical aspect of having to get a large 

enough container for the body, but also because the whole body might be “a reminder of 

ourselves, our own vulnerability, the weakness of one’s own flesh” (Goodnow, 2006: 127).  

Museums and their role in society 

The role of the museum is something that has been the topic of discussion for many of my 

informants. What museums do, and their relevance in society today has been important issues. 

This has been especially important for NMM and their collaborations with the audience. 

During a tour of NMM with a school group, Ellen introduced the museum and talked about 

what it is that museums actually do.  

Ellen: Does anyone know what a museum does? 

Pupil1: They exhibit things 

Pupil2: They tell stories  

Pupil3: They get things that are donated or given to the museum 

Pupil4: They show old stuff 

The pupils above have some specific notions about what a museum do. This is perhaps 

because museums can be said to “hold a cultural authority that frames and affirms the pursuit 

of truth and defines what is historically and culturally significant” (Jenkins, 2011: 55). 

Museums of science, natural history, art, or anthropology all contribute to the production of 

knowledge and truth. Because of this they are directly or indirectly giving emphasis to what 

they consider important in culture and history.  

Considerations of what is important to the museum can be traced back “the birth of the 

museum”, when a set of new knowledges emerged at the same time as the modern museum 

came into being (Bennett, 1995: 6, 96). New knowledges like geology, biology, archaeology, 

anthropology, history, and art history all arranged their objects in sequences that followed an 
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evolutionary trail. People and things became sorted into categories and put into a historical 

setting. In the beginning early museums emerged in the form of curiosity cabinets that held 

uncategorized objects (Thomas, 2016: 16). The curiosity cabinets were then replaced by more 

arranged displays.  

The modern museum also developed alongside the emergence of nation states in the 19th 

century. The early museum made it its task to educate, civilize and govern the population in 

the cultural field (Bennett, 1995: 21). Eilean Hooper-Greenhill argues that there were three 

functions to the early public museum. One function was to serve the elite, another was to 

educate the masses and the third was to shape society in disciplinary terms (Hooper-Greenhill 

in Bennett, 1995: 89). Museums and anthropology have been closely linked since the 

beginning, not only because of the early preoccupation of displaying exotic cultures, but 

because anthropologist worked close with and out of museums (Bjerregaard, 2015: 2). As I 

will elaborate on in chapter 4, people like Adolf Bastian and Franz Boas worked with 

museums and the institutionalization of anthropology and was connected to museums 

themselves.  

At one point some people stated that museums are places for dead things, and that the 

museums themselves were dying (Thomas, 2016: 22). Museums had to reinvent themselves, 

so they could keep up with what was going on in the society. In later years, museums have 

begun to arrange activities, changing displays more rapidly, creating programmes for schools 

and arranging talks and concerts (ibid, 24). In addition to this, museums have widened their 

social presence through the use of social media and making collections available online. All 

these reinventions have all been a part of NTM as well. Through workshops, meetings and 

making themselves present on social media, NTM successfully made their presence known.  

Many have stated that museums, and other institutions are in a crisis of cultural authority 

(Jenkins, 2011: 58). The so-called “men of knowledge”, or intellectuals, are no longer 

authorities on or have the power over knowledge. There has been a close connection between 

museums and intellectual people in earlier days when it comes to cultural authority. This is no 

longer the case. Museums and other keepers of knowledge have been challenged on the 

assumption that they alone hold the truth about knowledge. Stuart Hall argues that the 

authority of the museum should constantly be in doubt (Hall in Jenkins, 2011: 62). Their 

versions of the “truth” should be challenged by visitors and people that engage in museums. 

There is also a gendered aspect to this, in the sense that the “men of knowledge” are no longer 
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in charge. Women have strong positions, both in academia and in museums. As for the 

employees at NTM, for example, there is a great mix of both men and women that work in 

connection to the museum and the exhibitions.  

Museums were once defined by their relationship to objects, curators were their “keepers” and 

their greatest assets was their collections. Today, museums are more defined by their 

relationship to visitors (Alpers, 1991:138). Museums has sometimes been viewed as 

“temples” or as “forums” (Cameron in Lavine and Karp, 1991: 3). The temple association has 

described the function of the museum as objective or universal. This traditional way of 

looking at museums is in direct contrast with the new way of seeing museums as forums for 

confrontation, experimentation and debate. 

Inside the museum objects are integrated into collections and environments that sets them in 

connection to other objects (Harvey, 2005: 31). The objects in turn get communicative power 

from the people that view them. The thought of human remains having this communicative 

power is something that I will explore further in chapter 7. When looking at how museums 

work, the so-called “museum effect” works both ways (Alpers, 1991: 26). The museum effect 

works in the way that; “not only do ordinary things become special when placed in museum 

settings, but the museum experience itself becomes a model for experiencing life outside its 

walls” (Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998: 51). Barbara Kirshenblatt- Gimblett suggests that 

somehow the exotic and the familiar becomes blurred, and one might see oneself in a different 

light. At the same time, in the museum, there is a tendency to turn all objects into works of art 

(Alpers, 1991: 26). 

Museums, exhibitions, and democratization 

Museums today focus on the production of experiences and participation from the public 

more than ever before. This change has brought about a different relationship between the 

museum and the public. This means that people are collaborating and involving themselves in 

planning and setting up projects and exhibitions that engage both individuals and 

communities (Naguib, 2015: 64). Museums are by ICOM (International Council of Museums) 

defined as  

A non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open 

to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the 
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tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of 

education, study and enjoyment (ICOM, Museum definition) 

As earlier mentioned, museums have seen a change in their role in society in the past decades. 

Today, the museums are expected to include the public in a democratization process where 

the general public can get involved in the museum. The assumption that museums are “value-

free” and un-political have also been challenged (Jenkins, 2011: 63). Over the last century, 

the museum has changed in radical ways. Museums have been subjected to changes from both 

internal and external forces. That includes a demand that all museums should be open and 

accessible to all kinds of people (Bennett, 1995: 90). It has also been important that all the 

kinds of cultures and values of different parts of the public can be represented.  

The changing role of museums became apparent in a meeting related to Skjeletter i skapet. A 

debate surrounding the museum’s role and professionalisation were arranged in museum. 

Some people working in museums expressed the concern about the professionalisation of 

working in museums might come to an end. Did people today even need museum workers, 

and how could they do their jobs? Some said that to involve people in museums is to give 

away their “power”. Others thought that to give away some power did not mean that they 

would give away their professionality.  

Anne Kathrine Larsen looks at how museums have changed, when it comes to how they 

involve other people in their world. Objects were once collected and placed inside glass as 

curiosities and almost like holy objects to be gazed upon (Larsen, 2013: 248). Later on, 

context was given to the viewer in the form of tableaus or written text. In more recent years it 

has become more common to use interactive and audio-visual tools. This is an example of 

democratization inside the museum. 

When it comes to including the public in museums, the ICOM Code of ethics is stating that: 

Museums have an important duty to develop their educational role and attract wider 

audiences from the community, locality, or group they serve. Interaction with the 

constituent community and promotion of their heritage is an integral part of the 

educational role of the museum. (ICOM Code of ethics for museums: 25) 

A part of the democratization of the museums is to give people that, for different reasons, do 

not have the chance to go to museums, a chance to access to the collections (Thomas, 2016: 
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97). In earlier days, large parts of what a museum had to offer remained mostly hidden from 

public view. Giving people online access to the collections and objects is a new aspect to the 

modern museum. Online registers also make it easier for people that work with cataloguing 

the collections, to make sense of what sort of artefacts and specimens one is dealing with.  

In relation to NMM and “Skjeletter i skapet” there has been an exceptional will to include 

people in the museums and what they are doing there. I got the feeling that they really wanted 

to challenge the traditional museum role and to be self-critical. Bruno Latour argues that 

museums can be used as places for involvement from different parts of the public (Latour, 

2005: 14-17). In Making things public he uses the old Norse word “thing” (ting in Norwegian) 

that describes a gathering of people and subject matters. A “thing” can be used to gather 

people to discuss displays in museums. The same expression was used by Ellen, the curator at 

NMM, when she urged people to take part in the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition at a meeting 

for different interests of the exhibit. We were urged to take part in a “thing” to talk about 

things. Through discussions and conversations, the connections between the old and the new 

were established.  

The museum in a society has many tasks. One of them, and perhaps the most important, is to 

collect things, specimens, and objects. Through these collections, exhibitions can be made. 

The creation of an exhibition will normally include different people that are a part of the 

process of making it. It tends to include the role of the producer of the exhibition, the content, 

and the audience (Gurian, 1991: 178). The exhibitions in themselves are also a cultural 

artefact. Peter Bjerregaard contends that “putting things on display may draw out aspects of 

objects that may not necessarily refer to their origin or the logic through which they have been 

collected” (Bjerregaard, 2015: 50). There is no guarantee that visitors to an exhibition will 

interpret it in the same way as the ones who have made it. Constance Perin contends that the 

viewers of an exhibition is contributing to construct the messages that the exhibition sends out 

(Perin, 1992: 183). They are doing so, just as much as the curators and designers of the 

exhibition.  

Exhibition makers have parallel problems. They too have identities; these include their 

professional standing and commitments they have to serve the community. Exhibitions 

portray their makers’ sense of how the world is defined. This sense is not unrelated to 

the role museums play as archives of knowledge and objects. Responsible museum 

personnel identify with the professional and curational obligations associated with this 
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museum role and seek to portray the social world in terms that honor their sense of 

purpose and identity. Yet they are also members of communities and bring their world 

personal and communal histories that often relate to and interact with the histories of 

the communities that compose the constituency of their museums. (Karp, 1992: 22) 

Ethics  

Since this thesis is concerning human remains in museums in Norway, I will focus on the 

national guidelines on the topic of ethics. At NMM people have been working closely with 

other instances that works with human remains and they have been concerned with getting 

council from different agencies. A concern about ethics was always present for the people 

involved in “Skjeletter i skapet”. This is reflected by how John Harries puts it when he states 

that “scholars do not collect and display human bones with the ease, alacrity and sense of 

purpose they once did” (Harries, 2016: 2). Surprisingly, there seemed to be a mismatch 

between the concern expressed by the people mentioned above and the nonconcern by the 

schoolchildren participating in workshops. As I will come back to later, the concern with 

ethics is not that present in children, as it is with adults.  

One of the main “providers” for ethical guidelines in museums in Norway is ICOM Norway 

which is the Norwegian National Committee of the international museum organisation ICOM 

(The International Council of Museum). ICOM is a membership organisation for museums 

and museum professionals throughout the world (http://norskicom.no/icomnorway/). The 

organisation has around 40,000 members in 136 countries. In Norway it has around 600 

members. Norsk Teknisk Museum is one of the museums that are members of the 

organisation. 

ICOM lays down the international standards concerning ethics. The ICOM Code of Ethics is 

the main standard that members of the organisation are meant to follow. On the subject of 

human remains there are particularily three principles that stand out. In principle number 2.5 

it says that  

Collections of human remains and material of sacred significance should be acquired 

only if they can be housed securely and cared for respectfully. This must be 

accomplished in a manner consistent with professional standards and the interests and 
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beliefs of members of the community, ethnic or religious groups from which the 

objects originated, where these are known (ICOM Code of ethics: 10) 

The same goes for research on and exhibitions of human remains. In exhibitions of human 

remains they “must be presented with great tact and respect for the feelings of human dignity 

held by all peoples” (ICOM Code of ethics, 25) 

In Norway ethical guidelines are made to aid researchers dealing with human remains. The 

major one is Etiske retningslinjer for Forskning på Menneskelige Levninger (Guidelines for 

research ethics on human remains) made by De Nasjonale Forskningsetiske Komiteene (The 

Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees). In these guidelines there is a focus on 

having respect for the deceased and the person that they once were a part of (Etiske 

retningslinjer for forskning på menneskelige levninger, 4). Human remains are to be treated 

with dignity and respect. If it is possible, the deceased person’s wishes would need to be taken 

into account.  

Further, there is a focus on treating the human remains with the same consideration 

irrespective of origin (Etiske retningslinjer for forskning på menneskelige levninger, 4-7). 

There is a need to respect the descendants and other groups that can be associated with the 

remains. Also, the rarer the human material is there needs to be more respect and care given to 

it. Research projects conducted in relation to human remains need to be fully assessed. 

Respect for other researchers, the places that human remains are found and complying to laws 

are important as well (ibid).  

Skjelettutvalget (The National Committee for Research Ethics on Human Remains) is a 

committee that evaluates ethical considerations of people wanting to do research on human 

remains (Etikkom.no, Hvem er vi og hva gjør vi). These human remains are mainly found in 

museums and collections. If one wishes to conduct research on human material one is urged 

to consult the committee. When I wanted to do research on the remains in De Schreinerske 

Samlinger, I asked the committee for advice and an ethical evaluation of my request. This was 

also the case in relation to the “Skjeletter i skapet” exhibition and other instances connected to 

NMM. The people at NTM have consulted the committee several times. At one point, NTM 

were wondering about what they were going to do with the collection of human remains, how 

they were going manage the collection and what they were going to do if researchers or 

relatives showed an interest in the human remains (etikkom.no). In respect to the Body 
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Worlds Vital exhibition in Norway, there have been issued no requests from NTNU 

Vitenskapssenteret. They have instead made their own evaluation of the ethical 

considerations.  

Norsk Teknisk Museum and Norsk Medisinsk 

Museum 

“Science museums have long been associated with sense of wonder and magic”, writes 

Penelope Harvey when discussing her work at the Museum of Science and Industry in 

Manchester (Harvey, 2005: 29). With this statement she explores questions about what kind 

of knowledge it is that is produced in science and industry museums today. Museums like 

Norsk Teknisk Museum are national museums that focusses on technology, industry, natural 

science and medicine. The museum is visited by around 265 000 people a year and a 

considerable amount of them are children and young adults.  

Nasjonalt medisinsk museum (NMM) is located inside of Norsk Teknisk Museum (NTM) at 

Kjelsås in Oslo. The museum was created in 2001 to be a part of NTM. The museum has 

three permanent exhibitions dealing with medicine, health and stories concerning healthcare. 

The museum is the biggest administrator of material cultural heritage relating to the history of 

medicine and health in Norway. The other exhibitions are temporary ones, traveling 

exhibitions, smaller and brief exhibitions.  

From 2015 to 2017 several employees at Norsk Teknisk Museum have been taking part in a 

research project called “Tingenes Metode” (The Method of Things). This project is a 

cooperation between Norsk Teknisk Museum, “Kulturhistorisk Museum” (The Museum of 

Cultural History) and “Oslo Museum” (Oslo Museum). Tingenes Metode is about finding and 

developing new methods related to museum work and by that, focusing on specific objects or 

collections of things. More specifically, it is about using the “things” (museum objects) to 

combine the daily tasks of a museum, such as research, management and dissemination, with 

inclusion and openness about these activities and the museum objects. The project seeks to 

include people in a democratic process surrounding museum objects.  

Tingenes Metode as a project and method argues that by looking at things and materiality it 

can involve people in a more active way and give insight into the different actors that 

communicate with the things. The project is based upon the thought that “things” are 
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relational and can be understood as both objects and actors that connects with other objects, 

people, or practises throughout history. This connection with other actors gives the object 

meaning. The relational aspect is something that will be discussed further in the chapter about 

agency. Tingenes Metode is funded by «Kulturrådet» (Arts Council Norway) and a part of 

Norsk kulturråds samfunnsrolleprogram (2015-2017) (Arts Council Norway’s Society role 

programme 2015-2017). The project consists of six different sub projects related to different 

museum objects at the mentioned museums. These are «Trapped», «Olsens kikkert», 

«Kongoblikk», «Store Ting», «Ting Taler» and «Skjeletter i skapet».  

Skjeletter i skapet 

And then we, quite literally, had our own skeleton in the closet 

This comment was uttered in a humorous way and it belongs to Ellen, a curator at Norsk 

Teknisk Museum (The Norwegian Museum of Science and Technology) in Oslo.  She was 

telling me the story of how the project she works on started, when she made this comment. 

The skeleton she mentioned, was found inside a cabinet at a storage facility associated with 

Norsk Teknisk Museum and the old Rikshospitalet (hospital in Oslo). The skeleton was fully 

sized and was found hanging on a peg, without no further explanation to who this skeleton 

might have been or how it got there. The people who found it were some people working at 

Norsk Teknisk Museum and they told me they were quite surprised to find such a thing there. 

A fully sized skeleton is not something that they usually find when searching for things in 

storage facilities. They are more likely to find smaller parts of a skeleton, such as a hand or a 

foot, than a full skeleton hanging in a cabinet.  

The now infamous skeleton is a now a part of the whole collection of human materials at 

NMM. The collection of human remains is the remnants of a collection that was transferred to 

Norsk Teknisk Museum when the old Rikshospitalet in Oslo, located in Pilestredet, moved to 

its current location at Gaustad. The collection of human material, from the old Rikshospitalet 

contained various and different objects that had been used in relation to medicine and 

teaching at the hospital. There are between 100-200 objects that could be labelled as human 

materials. Most of them are hearts, lungs, brains, skin, and other body parts contained in jars 

filled with ethanol or formaldehyde. Some of the other objects are embryos/foetuses, uteruses 

and placentas preserved in the same way as mentioned, and skeletal remains such as feet, 
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hands, head skulls and fragmented knuckles. Ellen jokingly told me that this collection 

contained things that Rikshospitalet was not able to sell at the flea market. A large part of this 

human material in the collection contains material and remains being used for medical and 

scientific purposes.  

Skjeletter i skapet focused on the human material that is found at NTM. A central point for 

the creation of the Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum and the foundation for the “Skjeletter i 

skapet” research project, is the collection of objects that formerly belonged to the old 

Rikshospitalet. An overall agenda to the project was to give new perspectives on and new 

stories to old collections. The main goal of the project was to produce new knowledge and 

stimulate new research on the collection. It is better explained by Nicholas Thomas’ words; 

“what we do in collections is to “discover” things: we uncover and reveal them” (Thomas, 

2016: 102). By reaching out to the common public, different research communities and 

NGO’s, Skjeletter i skapet wanted to involve people and to get feedback from them. Their 

aim was to find new ways to talk about this type of material and figure out what one should 

do with it. They often talked about how one should label the material; as “things” or “people”. 

Concerns about how one should talk about the material was often occurring.  

The project name “Skjeletter i skapet” (Skeletons in the closet) refers to the old phrase 

“skeleton in the closet”. To have skeletons in your closet implies that you have something to 

hide and that what you are hiding would have a negative effect on you, if the “secret” were to 

be revealed. The wordplay on skeletons in the closet would often be a way to show what the 

project was about. Ellen and the others issued concerns about having these skeletons, and the 

other human material, relocated out of the closet and out in the open for people to see. 

Museum workers also told me that the people working in museums generally are more 

respectful and careful when it comes to human remains than something mundane like pencils.  

The collection of human remains has been, as one of the people in the project told me, a 

constant source of guilty conscience. The way the human material had been found and the 

lack of care it had been given was something the people I talked to, cared a lot about. For 

example; one of these objects, a head skull, had been found in a plastic bag labelled with the 

name of a grocery store called “Gladmat” (“Happy Food”). 

Curational acts such as choosing what to include in an exhibition or a display, can sometimes 

be hard. This was also the case when the people involved in the “Skjeletter i skapet” project 
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were planning the exhibition. By adding different people to the conversation, the project 

could get different voices on the matter. Nicholas Thomas contends that a work “is picked out 

of a mass of potential others, removed from the collection as a whole and placed within 

another series or set that will be arranged in exhibition form (Thomas, 2016: 101). The 

choosing of what was going to be in the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition of human remains, 

involved letting the audience taking part.  

Ellen: what do you think, should we exhibit this the way it is (she points to a fetus in a 

norgesglass), or in another cleaner container or glass? What do you think about it? Or does 

it not matter? 

Pupil1: I think it is a little bit cool if it is displayed in the norgesglass 

Pupil2: I also think it should be in the norgesglass, because it makes the history behind it 

clearer. It makes it different from the others 

Ellen: but, do you think we should exhibit it? 

Crowd: (silence) 

The comments above show some of the conversation between Ellen, the curator, and a school 

group that were invited to get involved with the human remains that were going to be 

displayed in the upcoming exhibition. The conversation was about one of the human remains 

that I will elaborate on later. Involvement from the audience is one of the most important 

aspects to the modern museum.  

The living residents at Norsk Teknisk Museum and 

Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum 

I have chosen to portray the people working at NTM and NMM as the living residents 

because it gives an insight into what may constitute life and death. Employees at the 

museum(s) work with different things. They may be curators, conservators, photographers, 

museum technicians and the likes. Ellen is the curator of NMM and project manager of 

Skjeletter i skapet and works with both the exhibitions and everything connected to Nasjonalt 

Medisinsk Museum. In addition to Ellen, there have been a number of different people that 

have worked together with her on the Skjeletter i skapet project. The people that work at 
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NMM and on the project related to the exhibition have come across as professional, as hard 

working and very easy going. They try to do good and they often use humour when speaking 

about what they are doing, and that in an easy way as to not make the gravity the topic of 

human remains too overwhelming.  

In addition to the people that work at the museum, the audience are of great importance to my 

field. Through my observations of and talks with the audience I have gathered information 

that is vital to an understanding of how people deal with human remains. The audience, or the 

visitors to the museum are people of all ages and backgrounds. Mostly they are young people, 

often children in school groups. The museum is an institution that welcomes a large number 

of people, and they are relatively heterogenous. Museum audiences nowadays are relatively 

heterogenic and may have different approaches and interests in what is exhibited (Thomas, 

2016: 46, 134). Some may find interest in particular objects in the exhibits, some may not 

care at all. Some can spend a long time in front a specific objects or display, other can walk 

past without even looking. Some make an effort in seeing all of the displays in one day, 

especially if they are tourists, others visit museums on a regular basis. Nicholas Thomas 

contends that audiences who visits a museum are not driven by their shared consciousness or 

solidarity, but by their co-presence and mutual awareness (Thomas, 2016: 60) 

The dead residents at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum 

In relation to the living people working at the museum(s), the human remains, and their origin 

is quite unknown in most cases. Since the collection has been relatively unorganized and only 

partly registered, the people at NMM knows very little about the human remains. Only a few 

of the objects can be traced back to their origin. Where they came from, who they were/were a 

part of, and if they gave their consent to be objects of research, are some of questions people 

raised, when I talked to them.  

The “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition, which I will elaborate on below, displays some of the 

human remains that NMM houses. In addition to this there are a large number of human 

remains that cannot be shown because they are fragile or in a bad condition. The condition 

they are in have made it hard to conserve or repair them. It is expensive, time consuming, and 

requires special knowledge on how to fix them. Very few people possess this kind of 

knowledge, both in Norway and in Europe. Most of the specimens have been used in 
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connection to teaching and for research. They were then a source for knowledge on the human 

body, but now they are no longer in use. As a result of this, the knowledge behind making and 

conserving these preparations are soon lost.  

 

 

1Specimens at NMM                                                              2Specimens at NMM 

 

In addition to the specimens that cannot be displayed, there is the permanent exhibition at 

NMM. The exhibition consists of things related to medicine and health. Inside the exhibition 

there are also human remains, although a small part of the collection. There are head skulls, 

organs, and tissue, among other remains there. One of the main “attractions” in the exhibition 

is “Maren i myra” (“Maren in the bog”). Many find these remains of a Norwegian woman 

fascinating. Maren, as she is called, was found in a bog, and because of that her body is in 

good condition. Her body is a little bit compressed and she died of cholera in the 19th century. 

Her body is «hidden» inside a corner at the front of the exhibition in a large glass casket.  
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Now we are going to watch the dead body that scared the life out of me when I was 5 years 

old. I started crying. 

Are there real dead bodies here? 

These comments are of the usual kind when people encounter the body of Maren. I also felt 

this kind of shock when I first saw the body. I was quite uneasy about it, and so felt other 

people I observed and talked to.  

 

3Maren in the bog 

The Skjeletter i skapet exhibition  

The opening of the Skjeletter i skapet exhibition took place on 26.09. 2017 and I had been 

following the process up until the exhibition opening. The exhibition was the result of the 

process of involving different people into the planning of the exhibition. Museums should not 

shy away from controversial and difficult topics (Børdahl et al, 1997: 15). Health and 

illnesses is something that interferes in people’s life and should be talked about. NMM aims 

at making debates on issues surrounding difficult themes. It should not only display things 

that have already happened, but topics that people care about today (ibid, 15). With this as a 

backdrop, the Skjeletter i skapet exhibition could be made. 

The exhibition was located at very beginning of NMM. It was the first thing people saw when 

they entered the NMM. The exhibition was draped in blue curtains, so that people could not 
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see directly in. This was done so that people who was sensitive did not have to get it “straight 

in their faces”. Outside of the curtains at the front, there was a trolley that contained small 

“postcards” with motifs from the exhibition. Hanging by the curtains there was a picture of a 

skeleton that people at NTM had found in a storage facility.  

The light from the top of the roof gave the elsewhere dark room a “sacral” feel to it. This 

feeling was often remarked upon by visitors to the exhibition. One visitor stated that she 

almost got the feeling of being in a religious setting, due to the lightning and “sacral” feeling 

to it. Museums and exhibitions are often being compared to religious and sacred sites. The 

aesthetics of museums and religious sites can share the same “hushed tones, dimmed 

lightning, a sense of reverence – of being in communion with the sacred: they may emanate 

an aura of age, the past, anachronism” (Macdonald, 2005: 209). The aesthetic aspects to the 

exhibitions were also commented upon by visitors.  

Visitor: It looks very aesthetic, just like an art exhibition.  

Inside the exhibition there was an old wooden table that resembled the table that were used in 

what NTM workers called the “lab”. On top of the table, glass boxes with human remains 

were displayed. Some of the remains had been relocated from the regular exhibit at NMM. 

Now they were placed in the new exhibition, alongside other human remains that had come 

from storage facilities at the museum.  
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4Enterance to Skjeletter i skapet                                    5Display of human remains in the exhibition 

 

The human remains had labels on them with minimal description. This was something that 

many people remarked in relation to the exhibition.  

Visitor1: Why are there not more context related to the remains? 

Visitor2: I would have loved to see more information 

Visitor3: I think it challenges the visitor to do more research themselves. You have to go into 

the archive cabinet to understand more of what is exhibited. Maybe this is a bad thing? I do 

not know. 

The idea was that one had to go into an old and large “document cabinet” where the visitor 

could look up what the remains were, their museum numbers and other information related to 

the human remains. On the table, there were books that people that visited the exhibition 

could draw in and write things they thought about, in relation to the exhibition. Around the 

table there were chairs, so one could sit and contemplate. In the inner corner there was an 

enclosure where people could listen to a recorded conversation between Ellen, the curator and 
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one of the conservators. The conversation was about all the human remains that the museum 

could not show in the exhibition. This was due to their fragile state. The remains cannot be 

shown because of light conditions, problems with moving them and the conditions that 

require a specific temperature. 

Body Worlds 

Body Worlds is a series of travelling exhibitions that show plastinated human and animal 

bodies for the use of learning and entertainment. The exhibition has been shown around the 

world since 1996 and has been the subject of a lot of controversy and criticism. The main 

objections to the exhibition has been the way the human remains are displayed and the way 

the exhibition profits on showing dead bodies (Lohman, 2006: 10). Peter McIsaac elaborates 

on the Body Worlds phenomenon 

Having been seen by some fifteen million visitors in Europe and Asia paying between 

twelve and nineteen dollars per ticket, Body Worlds was, even before its US debut, the 

most visited, and also maybe the most profitable, traveling exhibition in history. 

(McIsaac, 2008: 155) 

Plastinated bodies are now shown in exhibitions like Body Worlds. Plastination is a 

preserving technique that is made and developed by Gunther von Hagen who is a German 

anatomist. It was originally created so that medical students could use it in their learning 

process. All sorts of body parts are preserved by an injection of synthetic materials (Lohman, 

2006: 10). Plastination is a process that preserves human and/or animal bodies with plastic, so 

they can be displayed permanently (DeMello, 2014: 308). The bodies can be displayed as 

whole bodies, parts of it, or with skin, muscle or organs removed from the body. Through this 

technique bodies and organs harden and can be displayed in different poses (McIsaac, 2008: 

157). The plastination process “freezes” the bodies and organs in time and like that they can 

be kept from decaying. Hallam et al argues that this is a way to display power over the natural 

processes of decomposition (Hallam et al, 1999: 39). The bodies and organs are dry and do 

not smell like human remains that are preserved with formaldehyde or alcohol (McIsaac, 

2008: 157). Somehow this makes the human remains look more “alive” and do not produce 

feelings of disgust et cetera that may come from “wet” preservations.  
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Hallam et al argues that by showing human remains in the way of Body Worlds’ exhibitions, 

the authority of scientific and technological discourses can be reinstated (Hallam, Hockey and 

Howarth, 1999: 39). This way of looking at human remains may reduce the viewing of the 

body to a purely medical one. Tiffany Jenkins argues that Hallam et al might see the Body 

Worlds exhibitions in a narrow way. She contends that the displays are more lifelike and 

aestheticized that pure anatomical ones (Jenkins, 2011: 113). The ones who support Body 

Worlds points out that the exhibition is a medium for a democratic display of medical 

knowledge. It also confronts the viewer with their own mortality. The educative part to the 

exhibition has been the main point for the supporters of Body Worlds.  

Not everyone thinks of Body Worlds in a positive manner. Some do not see the actual 

benefits of displaying human remains in this way. Critics see it as a “freakshow” disguised as 

popular science (McIsaac, 2008: 160). The display is also seen in connection to the Gunther 

von Hagens’ eccentric personality and the way some of the bodies and organs are strangely 

posed (ibid). For many, the problem with Body Worlds lie in the fact that it is a private 

exhibition that profits on the commercial interest. This combined with the claim that people 

have donated their bodies to science for the purpose of education makes up the problematic 

double message Body Worlds sends out (McIsaac, 2008: 160). In addition to this there have 

been allegations against Von Hagens and the institute that they have obtained body parts 

through the global black market, and bodies from prisoners, mentally ill and homeless people 

in Russia and China (ibid).  

Many of the specimens that are displayed at Body Worlds are modelled on Western history’s 

depictions of medicine and anatomy (McIsaac, 2008: 169,170). Gunther Von Hagens has 

picked up specific ways to show the human body that were common from the 16th century and 

onwards. Peter McIsaac states that “Body Worlds comes on to the scene at a time when 

technology in general, and medical technology and research in particular, are beginning 

radically to alter people’s relationship to corporeality and to death” (McIsaac, 2008: 180). 

This is also true of exhibitions like Body Worlds Vital. This is an exhibit that shows human 

and animal bodies in a health perspective. It shows the internal sides of the human and animal 

body. In particular, the exhibition is interested in showing how an unhealthy lifestyle can 

affect the human body. In the exhibition there were lungs affected by smoking and organs 

containing too much fat right next to “healthy looking” bodies. The healthy bodies were 

indeed stripped of individual ethnic traces and portrayed as universal bodies. 
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6The welcoming information text at Body Worlds Vital            7Plastinated bodies at the exhibition 
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4 Human remains, race and research 

This chapter deals with research on human remains and how it relates to concepts of race and 

research. It aims to provide a critical historical background, especially to the role 

anthropology has had in relation to research on humans. In this case it deals with both living 

and dead people. To understand social anthropology and the theme of this thesis, it is 

important to shed some light to the research that has been done and what one sometimes calls 

“the troubled history” of social anthropology. I think it is important to know the history of this 

type of research and the history of this discipline, mainly because it helps the reader of this 

thesis to see humans/human remains in a larger historical context.  

The scientific research that has been done in the past and the ideas connected to it, may seem 

as strange and “exotic” to people nowadays, as it was back then. In Kyllingstad’s conclusion 

on anthropology and scientific racism he states that it is easy to conclude with the fact that 

racism in scientific research in the past was a product of prejudice at the time (Kyllingstad, 

2004: 178). He sees that it is also likely that racist ideas in a society got their legitimacy 

through science. It was in a way a connection between the society at large and science on the 

other hand. In addition, science was also used to justify political views and had a direct 

connection to ideology.  

Race 

Peter Wade argues that “race” and “ethnicity” are not fixed terms, but that they are mediated 

and changed through different times (Wade, 2010: 4). He suggests that people tend to think in 

terms of progression when it comes to the usage of these terms. This is particularly true when 

it is commonly believed that the use of the term race has changed since World War II. Though 

it might seem like that our current understandings of the term race are the correct ones, Wade 

argues that a term, like race, should be understood in the context of a history of ideas, through 

Western institutionalized knowledge and through practices (ibid, 4). The term “race” is never 

neutral and finds itself embedded inside of academic, popular and political discourses and are 

themselves connected to their own relationships and practices.  

The term race has meant quite different things through history. Until 1800, race meant 

“lineage” and referred to a stock of descendants that that were linked to a common ancestor 
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(Wade, 2010: 5). This group of people shared a certain ancestry that gave them more or less 

common qualities, and that they had something in common. The background for this type of 

description of the term was that people and scientists were interested in classification of all 

living things that were somehow related to each other and how they were different from one 

another (ibid, 5).  The concern was not so much about things’ appearance, but of the lineage 

and relation. This I will elaborate more on in connection to the exhibitions at NMM and Body 

Worlds. Human variation was explained through environmental means and not necessarily 

biological explanations. What we now call biological and cultural traits were somehow mixed 

together.  

Into the 19th century race became known as “type” (Wade, 2010: 8). It was believed that races 

were a permanent thing with separable types of human beings that had specific qualities that 

were passed on through one generation to the next one. Now everyone that resembled one 

another in nature or appearance would have descended from a common ancestor. There was 

some debate about whether different races were of separate species or not (ibid: 9). As the 

result of these ideas, the theory of polygenism gained popularity. The theory states that 

different types of humans have different origins (ibid: 9). Evolutionary theories also brought 

life to the thoughts that people were progressing from a primitive state to more superior 

stages. In that sense, people of the “lower” races were seen to belong in the more primitive 

stage of evolution (ibid: 9). A hierarchical order of types of human beings had now gained 

ground. This set the grounds for an age of scientific racism. At the same time abolition of 

slavery, colonialism and imperialism made different changes to the race term.  

The 20th century made both changes and contradictions to the race term, since the usage and 

meaning of the term varied in such a large scale (Wade, 2010: 11). The race term was used by 

the eugenic movement and later adopted by the Nazi regime. Darwinian concepts made it 

clear that one could not think of racial types as permanent types, but that they adapted over 

time. Still social evolutionism gained popularity, with its focus on the “fitter” types of people 

and their capacity to dominate others. Into the 20th century the race term became a cause for 

the fight for equality for especially women and black people (ibid, 12) 

The race term has in the later years been debated and many biologists, geneticists and 

physical anthropology have concluded that race, in a biological way, does not exist (Wade, 

2010: 12). No gene or a set of genes can be defined as a specific race or can be labelled with 

categories such as “black” or “white” for that matter. Psychologists, at least most of them, 
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agree that humans, on the average, have the same mental capacities, though some individual 

difference exists. Many scientists agree that race is a social construction, an idea that some 

argue is rooted in the European colonization of other peoples around the world (ibid: 12). 

Although, race may be a social construct, Wade argues that people tend to act as if races did 

exist (Wade, 2010: 13). Therefore, race exist as a social category in most societies. In 

discrimination laws and racial identity issues, race becomes a category for people to use. In 

this way, racial categories are used to include and exclude on the basis of physical difference. 

Wade sees that the concept of race is closely linked to a European history of thinking about 

“difference” (Wade, 2010: 14). It does describe any objective reality that can be understood 

without a social context.  

Classifying the other: theories and research on 

humans 

There has been a lot of “research” on different peoples and cultures for over a thousand years. 

The different paradigms of research in different times in history will be explored here. It 

includes theories on humans and types of humans from various sources. When searching for 

knowledge about other people, Europeans or the western societies, drew on a lot of sources 

for material. To classify other peoples, they searched for sources like the classical ones that 

provided information about other peoples and other worlds. Explorers and the like used 

classical and religious texts to categorize and classify other people. Roman author Pliny the 

elder and Greek historian Herodotus described barbaric peoples that lived near Greece, as 

grotesque and uncivilized (Hall, 1992: 297,298). Later explorers found these descriptions to 

be truthful and found exactly what they had thought they would find.  

Another source for information were religious and biblical texts. People of the Middle Ages 

interpreted geography by basing it on the Bible (Hall, 1992: 298). So, therefore Jerusalem was 

the centre of the earth because it was the Holy City according to the Bible. Also, Christopher 

Columbus when discovering Venezuela, interpreted that the river of Orinoco was the river 

that flowed out of the garden of Eden. Like religious sources, mythology provided a rich 

source explorers and others (Hall, 1992: 298). Myth and legend told about places and people 

that seemed extraordinary. Especially the legends of the king El Dorado inside the Amazon 

Forrest seemed of interest to explorer Sir Walther Raleigh, whose mission was to find him. 

Mason (1990) speaks of the “monstrous human races” of Europe and the Americas. In both 
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myth, legend and explorations different people have spoken about everything from cyclops’, 

giants and people with disfigured body parts (Mason, 1990: 71-92).  

The biggest source for information were travellers’ tales that gave the reader and listener an 

insight into extraordinary peoples and cultures that differed enormously from themselves and 

their own culture (Hall, 1992: 298). Tales of men with dogs’ heads, people with an eye on 

their forehead, people that lived for 400 years and had horns, were some of the descriptions 

travellers brought with them back home.  

Some of the themes that reappeared in the descriptions of the newly “discovered” worlds were 

occurring rather often in these stories. The “earthly paradise” was one of them (Hall, 1992: 

300). The simple and innocent life was another. Along with the simple life came the belief 

that these people lived in touch with nature and that they had an open and frank sexuality. The 

subject of nakedness and beautiful women was a reoccurring theme. The Europeans also often 

thought these societies lacked social structure and organization, that they were somehow 

uncivilized (ibid, 300). At the same time descriptions of these people told that they were 

cannibals, savages and sexually deviant (Hall, 1992: 306). Contradictory descriptions of other 

peoples and societies existed alongside each other.  

Later on, into the 1500’s and onwards, the descriptions and observations became different in 

character. They were now more factual, but that did not mean that they were truthful or 

accurate. An example are the stories that explorer Magellan’s crew brought back home with 

them when having met with so-called “human giants” in South America (Hall, 1992: 299). 

The crew called them “Patagonians” (patagones), meaning literally “big feet”. The site where 

they found these “giants” later became known as “Patagonia”. Quite opposite, other 

accountings of the “giant people” were that they were not taller than an average sized person 

back home in Europe.  

By focusing on the differences between themselves and the other new societies, the 

Europeans misread the social structures and the likes, so much that they thought they had 

none (Hall, 1992: 303). The Mayas and Aztec were for example, highly functioning and great 

civilizations before the Europeans came to settle. Misunderstandings of the native customs 

and ways of living became a problem for the explorers. Somehow the Europeans did not have 

the ability to deal with difference and that these differences had to be explained and 

interpreted (Hall, 1992: 304). Other peoples or “the rest” became the opposite of “the west” 
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and thereby everything that the west was not. In a way “the rest” became the mirror-image of 

“the west”, as everything that western societies could not be associated with (Hall, 1992: 

308). Other societies were so essentially different than “the Western” that they became “the 

Other”.  

Research from end of 15th to present day  

European nation states began its expansion to other parts of the world in the late 15th century 

(Hall, 1992: 281). There were mainly two events that started off the expansion process. The 

one being the early Portuguese voyages and explorations of the African coast (ibid, 281). The 

second being Christopher Columbus’ sea voyages to exploring the New World. The nations of 

Europe began exploring different parts of the new world. Among the most active parts in this 

were the Spanish, Portuguese, English, Dutch and the French (Hall, 1992: 286, 287). They all 

had sailed to different places and colonized their land. In addition to exploiting wealth, land, 

labour and natural resources, they also imprinted their own culture, language and customs on 

the new worlds (ibid, 287). Places like the Caribbean, Newfoundland and India were explored 

and colonized during this time.  

People experienced new things back home in Europe. The market, trade and commerce 

contributed to a new form of making money and valuables (Hall, 1992: 281). Europe 

experienced a population growth due to the good living conditions that came with the 

economy. New forms of art, science and knowledge came in the form of the Renaissance. Not 

only did the European nations grow a sense of identity of their own, but it also resulted in a 

new identity for Europe as a whole (Hall, 1992: 289). A sense of cohesion amongst the 

European countries was on the rise and at the same time people in Europe began contrasting 

themselves with people outside of Europe. This two- way strand gave the foundation form the 

naming and formation of “the west”. By focusing on difference, the difference that inhabited 

other peoples and cultures, made the concept of the west more appealing.  

Through the explorations and conquests of the new societies in the 15th and 16th century came 

new discoveries in the 17th century. In the 17th and 18th century saw a great deal of new 

discoveries, expansion of colonies, new trade routes and explorations at sea (Hall, 1992). 

When people from western countries met with other people that seemed different to them, 

they began new research to solve the mystery as to how they could have come from the same 
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origin. The 17th and 18th century also became the time for explorers and scientists went to 

other countries to study other “races” and document their findings. When they got home they 

often published books and journals that sought to claim that their findings could be the result 

of polygenism. 

Polygenism is a theory of human origin and wants to show that the human “races” are of 

different origin from each other (Stocking, 1968: 38). Since all the human “races” were seen 

as so physically different, people argued that they could not come from the same origin. 

Another theory that stated the opposite of polygenism was monogenism. This theory stated 

that all humans originate from one single source of people. Among the defenders of 

polygenism in the 17th century was philosopher Voltaire who claimed that the human races 

could not have the same origin, since they showed so little similarities to one another (Keane, 

2007: 89).  They could therefore not be of the same origin, but instead had to have different 

origins. By the 19th century polygenism was quite widespread among scientists in different 

disciplines (Stocking, 1968: 39).  

The discovery of the New World brought questions about the natives, in this case the Indians, 

that the explorers had to deal with. They wondered if they were really “true men” and had 

been created by God (Hall, 1992: 309). If they were created by God in his image they were 

true men and could not be enslaved. The debate on this matter lasted a long time with many 

people uttering their opinions on the subject. Another question about the natives was if they 

were noble or not (ignoble). Some argued that there existed so-called “noble savages” that 

were tall, proud and independent (Hall, 1992: 310). These noble savages were often featured 

in paintings, they appeared on stage as speakers or they became featured as “the heroic 

savage” in adventure stories and later, films. The opposite image of the native noble savage 

was the “ignoble savage” that became the talk in intellectual circles. They wondered if all 

people developed from the same level of savagery that ends in civilization (Hall, 1992: 311, 

312).  

The 18th century brought the Enlightenment and a new form of social science. A universal 

criterion, that was modelled on the West, of civilized development and progress became a 

feature in the new social science that came with the Enlightenment (Hall, 1992: 312). From 

the Renaissance and through the Enlightenment the capitalistic system, secularism and 

individualism became important to the West and Europe (Wade, 2010: 7). The individual had 

to be autonomous, had to own something and accumulate wealth. This new wave reproduced 
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the same old notions of stages in development and differences between “the west” and “the 

rest”. Studies of Americans, American Indians, shed some light into the differences in 

development for the European social scientists. They fitted the description of being in the first 

or earliest stage of the socio-economic development (Hall, 1992: 313). This way the social 

scientists could piece the history of mankind together, by dividing them into linear stages of 

development. These stages were often described as starting with hunting, then pasturage, then 

agriculture and finally commerce (ibid, 313).  

In the 19th century the interest in human racial typologies and the concept of evolution was 

increasing in popularity. The thoughts that both inspired and predated the theories of 19th 

century anthropology came in the form of Lamarckism with its focus on heredity learning, 

Carl von Linné’s systema naturae and Darwin’s theory of evolution (Kyllingstad, 2004: 

16,17).  

Evolution had a huge influence on the European elite’s way of viewing humanity 

(Kyllingstad, 2004: 14). The theory of evolution went from being a radical and much 

discussed thought, to be a foundation for scientific views on nature, society and culture. 

Society was changing rapidly with growing nationalism and colonizing of other countries. 

Somehow, evolution contributed to and legitimized this development in European countries. 

By referencing to evolution, it was applied to showing a hierarchy of development levels in 

relation to races, nations, people and elements of culture (Kyllingstad, 2004: 15).  Culture had 

a significant part when it came to putting people on their “level of hierarchy”. It was 

something one had much of or little of, the more technologically, economically and 

scientifically advanced a people were – the more culture they had.  

Along with Charles Darwin’s “Origin of the species” in 1859, developed what has later 

become known as social Darwinism (Stocking, 1968: 47). Social- Darwinism is based on this 

type of thinking about culture. Social- Darwinism implied that biological concepts could be 

transferred to the social area. It was believed that only the ones who had the best conditions 

got the possibility to survive and have their genes and biological characteristics transferred to 

their offspring (Kyllingstad, 2004: 16).  

The publishing of Darwin’s book made other disciplines such as history and biology more 

interested in developing these thoughts in their respective fields (Stocking, 1968: 74). For 

some, the idea that European society was the end product of a process in history that began 
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with the savage human being and was developed into a civilized one, made sense. This made 

sense to people by not looking at the historical evidence that this might not be the case, but 

and rather applying the comparative method instead. The fact that there were “savage races” 

that lived in the world, was explained by referring to the theory of development. The savage 

races were just another level in development.  

The research that was done in the 20th century was somewhat different to the earlier ones. On 

one side it was a continuation the last century’s studies, but on the other side the research 

become more humanistic. The discipline of physical anthropology has a long history, 

especially in Europe. It is in many ways directly connected to the growth of modern 

anthropology. The study of human beings and their physical appearance, skeletal remains and 

race has been a major part of the field of physical anthropology. 

In the later parts of the 19th century, earlier theories and research were superseded by the 

professionalization of the scientific discipline of physical anthropology (Kyllingstad, 2004: 

26,27). This new development gave universities in the so called “civilized world” an 

opportunity to study humans on a more scientific level. Collections of human skulls and 

knuckles was gathered from archaeological excavations in Europe and from the colonies 

around the world. In addition to this, huge investigations that focused on mapping the 

physical appearance of school children and conscripts to the military. Amongst these 

investigations one was on eye colour, skin colour and hair colour among school children in 

central Europe.  

The physical anthropologists of the 19th century described and compared both dead and living 

people. They were very interested in making genealogical “trees” or diagrams that showed 

how different groups of people were related to each other, through descent, and thereby 

showing how the biological evolution happened (Kyllingstad, 2004: 19).  

Bunzl and Penny argue that writers of the history of the anthropological discipline have 

mainly focused on Great Britain, the United States and other countries like France (Bunzl and 

Penny, 2003: 3).  They focus more on a different narrative connected to Germany. In the 

years leading up to 1900, Germany was quite liberal towards the nations “others”.  While 

France and the other countries mentioned before were at the forefront in the anthropological 

discipline in the 20th century, the anthropology in Germany had its glory days in the 19th 

century ibid, 6). After World War I, German anthropology never recovered and became more 
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and more associated and involved in racial thinking. This type of thinking was in direct 

contrast to the liberal thoughts of other countries and made Germany isolated (ibid, 7).  A lot 

of German anthropologists became complicit to the race crimes committed by the Nazis. In 

the Nazi-period, anthropology became an important contributor to scientific legitimation for 

and as a scientific tool for the regime’s politics on the subject of race (Kyllingstad, 2004: 38).  

Bastian’s museum in Berlin was the world’s first free-standing ethnographic museum, 

opening in 1886 (Penny, 2003: 87). The collections contained large amounts of material 

culture from all corners of the world, arranged in a specific geographically manner. The 

collections were meant to lead people to a fundamental truth about humanity and that it would 

give people a better understanding of their own society and of themselves (ibid, 88). 

Ethnographic museums like Bastian’s would serve as resources for the study and analysis of a 

human history that made people understand themselves (ibid, 101). After a while the museum 

had accumulated a massive number of artefacts and their condition had worsened (ibid, 105-

106). The museum’s collections became associated with the curiosity cabinets of the past. The 

vast numbers of artefacts resembled the cabinets that were overfilled with different objects. 

The beginning of the 1900s brought new ideas of how the museum should be viewed (ibid, 

124). Rather than focusing on the potential self-improvement the museum could give, it now 

became more important to educate the masses. The scientific goals of the museum made 

differences among peoples popular. In other words, the search for the particular in people to 

see what was universal, was replaced with an interest in locating human differences between 

peoples (ibid, 125).   

Physical anthropology in Norway 

Physical anthropology in Norway did reflect the larger paradigms in Europe and the western 

world. As mentioned above, Norway was not the only country to have a difficult history 

related to physical anthropology. The history of physical anthropology in Norway is part of a 

larger specific history with a direct connection to specific collections, like De Schreinerske 

Samlinger, that houses a collection of Sami skeletal remains.  

In the 1880’s and 1890’s physical anthropology had just started growing into a research 

tradition in Norway (Kyllingstad, 2004: 44). The formation was closely linked to the 

Anatomical Institute at the University of Kristiania (now University of Oslo) and to the 
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Norwegian defence institution, and its military doctors. The university had from its formation 

a collection of knuckles that became the foundation for the physical-anthropological 

collection at the university. The collection of knuckles and bones was then used when 

teaching medical students. Some of the new material, like skeletons and bones, that came into 

the collection was gathered by associates to the institute from old Sami graves in Finnmark 

(ibid, 44). In addition to collections of human material, the military doctor, Carl Arbo 

conducted investigations amongst military recruits in the 1890’s to explore race in southern 

Norway. By focusing on specific racial theories at the time, Arbo combined them with his 

own statistics on liable recruits and other people’s descriptions of local demeanour and 

lifestyle (Kyllingstad, 2004: 49). By this, he meant to show that biological differences in 

“types” was more important than environmental conditions when it came to showing 

differences in the Norwegian population.  

In 1920, the Norwegian parliament granted Halfdan Bryn, Alette Schreiner and Kristian Emil 

Schreiner money to do a bigger mapping of the physical- anthropological conditions in the 

Norwegian society (Kyllingstad, 2004: 130). The project lasted for nine years and the results 

of the research came in the years leading up to 1929. Initially the three worked well together, 

but later they began to disagree on several things relating to the project (ibid, 132). One of 

them was the concept of a “Nordic race”. Bryn was a fan of the Nordic thought, but the 

Schreiners were rather critical of that thought. The Schreiners were also critical of the 

scientific value of Bryn’s work. They later parted ways and did not work together on the 

topics they had been collaborated on. The concept of an elite blonde race had reached its peak 

in the years before World War 2 and seemed to lose its value after the war (Kyllingstad, 2004: 

177). Although, an anthropological research tradition on race and its typology prevailed long 

into the 1990’s. The scientific ideas and thoughts about the Nordic long-skull had not lost its 

appeal 

The West and the rest  

After having reviewed the developments of physical anthropology, I find concepts such as 

“the west” and “the rest” to originate in research on other “peoples”. The concepts are also 

interesting in the sense that they show how people try to differentiate themselves from other 

people. Through exhibitions of living people and human anomalies, which I will discuss 
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below, creations of human “others” have been inspired by physical anthropology and research 

at the time.  

The concepts of “west” and “east” have been subject to a lot of debate for a long time. What 

constitutes these terms and how have people talked about them through centuries? The west 

and east are not only geographical concepts, they are also words that describe a type of 

society or development and all that it may inhabit (Hall, 1992: 276). There is a historical 

development that shaped the divisions between “us” and “them”. Through colonialism and 

European expansion these divisions were shaped and created.  

Hall states that the premise for his text is that “the west” is a historical and a geographical 

construct (Hall, 1992: 277). The term “western” is as he says, meant to describe a society that 

is developed, industrialized, urbanized, capitalist, secular and modern. Western societies 

developed at a certain period in time, namely around the 16th century. Economic, political, 

social and cultural processes helped to shape the societies to what people would now call 

modern (ibid, 277). Today, “the west” or a “western society” does not necessarily have to be 

in the geographical west or in Europe. It could just as easily be in Japan or describe Australia.  

The formation of the term “the west” had its foundation in the contact with other societies and 

cultures that were different from “western societies” (Hall, 1992: 278). Societies that differed 

from the western norm had for example a different political system or was at a different level 

of development. Through self-comparison with other cultures or societies, “western societies” 

such as in Europe, would establish themselves as the standard to which other societies would 

look up to (ibid, 278). “The rest” became a term to describe the societies that was not western 

or modern. The relationship between these societies became a tool for measurement of 

development and modernity.  

“The west” is often perceived as a homogenous term that makes it seem like the west is one 

place with a single way of looking at or speaking about other cultures or societies. Hall makes 

the point that western societies have internal differences and attitudes towards each other, 

inside of Europe and elsewhere (Hall, 1992: 279). The same can be said about the term “the 

rest” which encompasses so much more than one single unity.  
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Humans on display 

Colonialism, European expansion, and scientific racism were contributing factors to the new 

ways of displaying human beings. Human beings that are displayed in a museum setting find 

themselves in a constant semiotic switch between being seen as animate and inanimate, or as 

living beings or as dead ones (Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998: 35). Barbara Kirshenblatt- 

Gimblett problematizes the very different ways of viewing humans that are displayed in 

museum exhibitions. She contends that sometimes, especially in the case of ethnographic 

displays, the dead are often exhibited as living beings and the living are viewed as dead. This 

complex pattern of thinking about humans is something that often ethnographical displays in 

particular have to deal with, since they are a huge part of the history of human display. These 

types of exhibitions may include themes that are closely linked to death, dissection, torture 

and the likes. Both objects and subjects relating to these themes may be included in 

ethnographic exhibitions.  

There was a tendency in ethnographic exhibitions in the 19th century, that when displaying 

living human beings they were parts of ethnographic exhibits, but when these living beings 

died their bones and body parts became parts of the anatomical exhibits. Wax models became 

a much used form of illustration in the discipline of medicine. Showing three-dimensional 

models of the human body became a new medium for teaching medicine in the 18th and 19th 

century (Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998: 37).  Pathological samples of skin, organs and other 

body parts became parts of anatomical displays, open to the curious public.   

In 1898 a travelling tour of so-called “human specimens” was on display in Berlin. Men, 

women, and children of the Ashanti people were part of a living ethnographic collection to be 

viewed by interested spectators (Bruckner, 2003: 128). They were engaging in different 

ethnographic activities, such as singing, dancing, rituals, or war games. While doing so they 

were dressed in traditional clothing and appearing or living in constructed settings. In Berlin, 

and other cities in Europe, the Ashanti people stayed in enclosed kraals that were originally 

meant for livestock. At some point there were some 100 Africans “touring” Europe, 

essentially exhibiting themselves in their “natural environment” (ibid, 128).  

Commercial ethnographic exhibitions were popular in the 1870’s and 1880’s and became a 

mixture of both science and entertainment (Bruckner, 2003: 128).  Ethnographic artefacts and 

the performers were presented in a museological manner that showed the cultures that were 
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collected in the form of a showroom presentation (ibid, 130). The increasing value of science 

and education was the backdrop for the interest in the sensational, the eccentric, the 

exceptional and the abnormal (ibid, 131).  

Wax 

Pathological- anatomical museums became the sites that exhibited, as Kirshenblatt- Gimblett 

points to, culturally constructed anatomical pathologies, wax figures and wax tableaus 

(Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998: 37). Realistic wax models of people and their physiognomy 

were recreating ethnographic descriptions of people. Anthropologist Franz Boas did not think 

these kinds of creations were particularly useful, in the sense that the wax models were “so 

lifelike that they were deathlike” (Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998:39). The fact that the models 

lacked motion seemed to disturb him. This particular aspect of the wax models is something 

that can be seen in other exhibitions as well. Exhibitions like the one at Josephinum in 

Vienna. The exhibition is of a medicinal and anatomical kind and has a huge number of wax 

models of the human body. When walking through the exhibition it can feel like the models 

are so very lifelike that they become more lifelike than life itself, and by that it becomes 

artificial.  

Living people on display 

There is a long history of displaying humans in museums and other arenas. Since the 16th 

century people went to see different peoples such as Somalis, Bushmen, Cherokees and many 

more (Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, 1998: 41,42). These people could be seen in cities in Europe in 

a variety of arenas. Some of these arenas were in taverns, at fairs, in theatrical productions, in 

zoos, at circuses and later at world fairs. Humans have been a displayed as rarities for a long 

time, and one of the first displays was in 1501 when what people then called Eskimos (now 

called Inuit) were displayed in Bristol, England (ibid, 41).  

When displaying people in an ethnographic manner, there were two ways of doing it. The one 

being the zoological option and the other one the theatrical way (ibid, 42). At first this 

distinction between these two options were not so clear, especially in the early 19th century. 

The two options had a focus on “wildness” and could easily be seen as one single way of 

displaying humans. The zoological option depended on the traditions of displaying exotic 

animals in different settings such as the zoo. The blurring of the boundaries between 
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zoological and theatrical settings resulted in humans being shown in such different venues as 

theatres, exhibition halls, concert rooms, museums and zoos. All this in a short period of time 

or perhaps as part of an ongoing tour.  

The aspect of geography and travel brought new forms of showing where different people and 

animals were located in the world. (ibid, 43) In the earlier days when mass tourism did not 

exist, museums played an important role to visitors who wanted to experience something new 

and exotic. Since most people could not travel they relied on stories and experiences from 

other people. Displays of humans and animals sort of acted as a surrogate for travelling, for 

the people that visited. Large displays and live performances from peoples of exotic cultures 

became the subject for exhibitions. Both rituals and the everyday life of peoples were 

displayed by the people itself. Live exhibits had a tendency to make people into artefacts 

because the ethnographic gaze objectifies, Gimblett- Kirshenblatt states (ibid, 55). 

For a long time, the interest in human anomalies in popular entertainment such as curiosities, 

freaks of nature, rarities, oddities, eccentrics, marvels, nature’s mistakes, strange people, 

prodigies and monsters was a huge part both in research and in popular entertainment 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998: 220). The interest in ethnographic objects that was exotic, 

primitive or oriental made people in Europe and America flock to the museums and the like to 

experience them.  

To give an example of this type of research and displaying people, one can look at a public 

meeting with an audience in March 2017, related to the “Tingenes Metode” project and the 

ongoing research project “From Racial typology to DNA sequencing” at Norsk Teknisk 

Museum. They wanted to present their work and get feedback on their subject. The themes 

that they wanted to discuss at this meeting were directly connected to the planned upcoming 

exhibition called “Blod, bein og dna”: en utstilling om gener, røtter og identitet» (“Blood, 

bones and Dna: an exhibition on genes, roots and identity”). The project seeks to investigate 

how physical anthropologist’s and population genetics’ have studied and made terms to 

account for difference and likeness among population groups. The main purpose of the project 

is to communicate with the audience on how research and physical anthropology has 

influenced and been influenced by notions of identity, race, ethnicity and origin. It also deals 

with how politics, the general public and communities have been affected by these notions.  



53 

 

Ageliki introduces the theme of the meeting and the panel that consists of representatives from 

different museums. After this, Jon tells us about the history of physical anthropology in 

Norway. The story starts with measurements made in the Norwegian military. He also shows 

photos from the municipality of Tysfjord and tells about the researchers Gjessing and Solberg 

that made measurements on living people, especially the Sami population there. He also 

shows photos of people that these types of researchers found interesting in different locations 

such as Setesdal, Valle and the mentioned Tysfjord. He also talks of the researcher Günther 

and his conceptions of the differences between nature and culture.  

One of the biggest questions the people involved in the project/the panel wanted to ask was 

how museums can communicate these types of material in the upcoming new exhibition. The 

communication with the audience was important since there may have been different 

experiences with the research that has been produced. In a broader way the audience were 

presented with the past’s scientific racism and a troubled chapter in Norway’s history of 

research. At some point in the last century research on race was a priority area at the 

University of Oslo. In the meeting we were presented with photography of different people 

that were sorted into different categories of race. They were measured, compared and 

photographed by their outer appearance so they could fit into a certain category of race.  
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5 The body, death and human remains 

In this chapter I will look at how human remains and the body, and in particular the dead 

body, has been theorized in connection to death in anthropology. It will deal with how the 

body is viewed in different anthropological theories and in what ways it is looked upon in 

museums. In the last part of the chapter I will show some examples of how different types of 

bodies in two different exhibitions are displayed. Human remains are a special type of bodies 

that have been discussed in Anthropology. They are unique in the sense that they are looked 

upon as both of the living and of the dead world.  

The living and the dead body 

Ellen wonders about what they think they are going to do here today. The school group 

answers that they know what they are going to watch and that they have some information 

about it. One of the pupils answers: dead people! 

The conversation above is telling of how people might view human remains. When most 

people describe the human body and what it consists of, it is often in terms of biology. In 

biology the body is described to be built on a collection of cells that makes it into organs, and 

the cells that make it into organs are a part of the system that ultimately makes up the whole 

body (DeMello, 2014: 5). Viewed in another way, bodies are also shaped through culture, 

society, history, and experiences that a person might have through a lifetime (ibid, 5). The 

body can also be understood as “simultaneously subject and object, meaningful and material, 

individual and social” (Mascia-Lees, 2011: 1).  Human remains can,” still embody values, 

statuses, memories” and histories of a once-living person can “have a social presence, but lack 

a living body” (Tung, 2014: 438). 

In some cases, human remains tend to cause a special behaviour in the people that engage 

with them (Sayer in Filippucci et al, 2012: 206). The way they affect people puts them in a 

position where they are “simultaneously person and object, being neither one nor quite the 

other” (Williams in Filippucci, 2012: 206). So, human remains do have a connection to both 

the realms of the dead and to the living world, because they mediate as objects of the liminal 

world, as something that exist between the two worlds (Parker Pearson, 2001: 24-25). They 

are not quite living, but not quite dead either. Human remains can therefore be said to be a 
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symbol of both life and death, in the sense that they evoke the presence of the once living 

person or they can be a reminder of the absence of that very person (Filippucci et al, 2012: 

208). The dead body may also be a reminder of decay (Harper, 2010: 309).  

Human remains are regularly seen as both a source of fear and as something one respects 

(Parker Pearson, 2001: 25). Mike Parker Pearson contends that all living human beings see 

that death is unavoidable and that everyone ends up as remains of a once living body. In that 

way it is familiar to most people. On the other hand, death and the dead body is something 

that people might find unfamiliar and difficult to think about. Tiffiny Scott suggests that the 

discomfort people might feel when dealing with human remains is due to the liminal-state of 

the remains (Scott, 2013: 36). But she also argues that “the degree to which one feels 

discomfort around human remains depends on concepts of time, the location of the remains, 

and the cultural traditions that the individual identifies with” (ibid, 36).  

The body has been an object of study for anatomists and scientists for centuries in Europe 

(Sharp, 2000: 295). The human body and all its parts has been important for generating 

knowledge in medicine and anatomy. This has also been the case for the human remains that 

are found at NMM. They used to be objects for study, but as a I have mentioned, they are now 

communicated to the audience in another way. This reminds me of a conversation during one 

of my observations. 

Ellen: Should we display things that are sick or “healthy”? Many of the human remains do 

have some diseases. Should we display, for example, a healthy spine in contrast to an 

“unhealthy” one?  

Pupil: We are used to see “normal” bodies. I do not think you need to display a “normal” 

body. Because the most exiting is the things that are unusual an “sick”.  

John Harries argues that to find abandoned human remains are not that uncommon (Harries, 

2016: 1). The human remains and their bodies, sort of become what Mary Douglas would call 

“matter out of place” (Douglas, 1966: 36). They have obviously been viewed as waste since 

no one used them anymore. The function that the human remains once had is now redundant 

and in contrast to what they were used as before. This was also the case when employees at 

Norsk Teknisk Museum found human remains abandoned in a storeroom. Having been used 

as teaching tools and research objects in earlier years, their function was unclear as to what 

they were going to be used for now. The human remains as Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum are 
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now used in a different way than before and they have somehow been given purpose. The 

purpose of educating and teaching people at the museum.  

In anthropology the body has been an interest since the 1980’s body studies became a subfield 

in the discipline (Mascia-Lees, 2011: 1). Different aspects to the body, such as gender, race 

and symbolism became vital for discussion. One of the most well-known studies of the body 

is by Mary Douglas. In Purity and Danger, she discusses the body as a symbol of pollution 

and a disruption of order (Douglas, 1966: 36). She argues in Natural Symbols, that the body is 

a symbolic entity and a metaphor for the society in which the person is living in (Douglas, 

2003: 78). The human body is therefore an expression of the social and a medium of 

classification. For Douglas, the body’s boundaries are assigned with danger and power 

(Douglas, 1966: 116).  

Death 

“Only through rare or controlled circumstances does the public see human remains” (Scott, 

2013: 29).  

Traditionally, in Western societies there has been and perhaps still is, an idea that death is an 

irreversible thing. Margo DeMello contends that “death is the great universal”, because death 

is inescapable for all human beings (DeMello, 2014: 79). Although many people believe this, 

and it seems to be the case in my own observations, there is not a consensus on this matter if 

one looks at other cultures’ view on death. Many cultures have other ways of thinking about 

death that differs from the ways, for example, people in Norway think about death as the final 

end for all humans. If it is the final end, does our bodies cease to exist and we as persons lose 

our personhood? (Olson, 2012: 80). This does not necessarily mean that death is the end, 

because some societies believe that death can be processual, cyclic or even happen in stages 

(Robben, 2004: 4).  In some cultures, death is a long transformative process (Bloch, 1988: 

11,12). Also, funeral rites are continued over a long period of time to mark different stages in 

the deceased person’s transformation. In some cultures, death is viewed as a process and a 

journey (Bloch, 1988: 12).  

In the past it was believed that death occurred when one stopped breathing or when the heart 

stopped beating. Today, people can be revived even after they are considered dead due to the 

invention of new technologies (DeMello, 2014: 86). Nowadays, it is believed in the West that 
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death occurs at “brain death”. When there is no sign of brain activity, a person is declared 

dead. In Norway, according to Transplantasjonslova § 10 (2016) a person is declared dead 

when there is an irreversible termination of the brain functions, in both the cerebrum, 

cerebellum and the brain stem (Iversen and Roald, 2017). Norwegian law also states in Lov 

Om Forsvunne Personar § 8 (2015) that a person can be declared dead if there is no probable 

cause to believe that the missing person is alive. 

The biological death might not be that simple and easy, because scientific problems related to 

death may arise from conceptions about physiological death (Hertz, 2004: 197). Even though 

the brain might be dead, the body can still be alive (DeMello,2014: 87). This is especially the 

case when organs of the dead person are going to be harvested to be used for organ 

transplantation. Organ donation from both living and dead people can therefore be given to 

those who need them. (DeMello, 2014: 275). Some people might donate their bodies to 

science because they want to help science advance and give medical students bodies to 

practice on, and to learn anatomy (DeMello, 2014: 95). For centuries, human bodies have 

been the subject of dissection and research for doctors and students that wanted to learn about 

anatomy, diseases, and surgical techniques (ibid, 273).  

The human body continues to be a body or a skeleton for hundreds of years after burial, even 

though it is considered dead. The body in death is considered as a physical transformation that 

says something about the society we live in. Hallam et al discusses this below. 

The body in death highlights the passage of time, the inevitability of physical 

transformation, and thereby acts as a powerful reminder that the self is subjected to 

change. Furthermore, the conceptual frameworks which this transforming self comes 

to be understood, are also constituted within dynamic social and cultural relations. 

Bodies have personal histories, and these are always emergent within longer-term 

historical processes. (Hallam, Hockey and Howarth, 1999: 5) 

Traditionally, anthropology has focused on death by looking at beliefs and rituals and less on 

the materiality or object-like physicality of bodies or human remains. Filippucci et al (2012) 

are looking at two trends in Anthropology as «the return to thing» and «the affective turn». 

The two trends are more material or relational ways of seeing human remains. Myriam Nafte 

also elaborates on this material way of looking at human remains.  
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Two seemingly opposed institutions in Western society have each contributed to the 

use of human remains as material culture. These institutions are the Roman Catholic 

Church, with its rich tradition of making and displaying relics, and the field of 

medicine in its creation and promotion of anatomical specimens. Both establishments, 

sanctioned by and representing powerful forms of authority, have been processing and 

displaying the dead human body over as many centuries as they have been active. But 

rather than representing two separate and distinct philosophies with respect to the 

human body, the Catholic Church and Western medicine have each promoted and 

established a very similar type of commodification and commercial aesthetic of the 

cadaver. (Nafte, 2015: 1) 

Some have argued that what happens after a human being dies is “just as culturally and 

socially constructed as how we die” (DeMello, 2014: 88). As death can be considered as a 

universal phenomenon, it is only natural that every culture or society has some way of dealing 

with dead humans. Whether it is burning, cremating, embalming, burying or other ways, all 

cultures have a way of dealing with dead bodies. Nancy Scheper- Hughes argues that like all 

rites of passages, rituals related to the death of a person must be carried out in accordance to 

what is culturally, socially, and historically acceptable for the people involved (Scheper- 

Hughes, 2011: 173).  

Also, DeMello argues, in all cultures there are different ways of mourning or “saying 

goodbye” to the dead, often in ceremonies or events of some kind (DeMello, 2014: 88-89). In 

Western societies, death has sometimes been viewed as a private affair and something that 

other people should not meddle with (Palgi and Abramovich, 1984: 385). Burying the dead 

has the function that it is a way to remove a decaying dead body from the view of the living 

and to preserve it (DeMello, 2014: 90). It is also a way of treating the dead with respect and 

keeping it away from anything that may do harm to the body. Where one buries the dead is 

also important, whether it is in a cemetery, graveyard or at the house of the deceased (ibid, 

91).   
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The human body at the museum 

We all have bodies, in that way one can always recognize oneself, and relate to it 

Many people I have spoken with have uttered this statement. The collections of human 

remains mentioned in this thesis, are based on this foundation. To have a body, is what is 

required of you when you view the collections. It gives you the necessary basic knowledge to 

talk and think about the body. The bodies and body parts in the collections might differ very 

much from the bodies of the visitors. Or it might have similarities. The exhibition at Body 

worlds and the “skjeletter i skapet” and NMM can be relevant in the discussion of the 

different ways bodies are being displayed.  

In chapter 4, I wrote of the ways research on human beings had been carried out. The 

mentioned displays of people that were different from others, were very popular attractions. 

Disabled people, labelled as “freaks”, were the main attraction at circuses and carnivals in the 

19th century (DeMello, 2014: 32). The disabled were also shown in inns, taverns and at fairs 

up until the same time. People that had bodies that differed drastically from others were 

measured against people that did not have any visible disabilities. The non-disabled took 

comfort in the fact that they at least were considered “normal” in comparison to the freaks 

(ibid, 32). In some way I think that some of the visitors to NMM and Body Worlds Vital also 

feel that way. They sometimes considered themselves lucky that were healthy and “normal” 

in comparison to the human remains. 

Many people, including people I have observed are not used to see dead people and especially 

not dead people with deformities or diseases. If a person is interested in seeing dead people or 

deformed bodies one must visit museums or institutions that holds human remains. Up until 

now, certain professions or institutions have been the “keepers” of humans and their bodies 

(Jones, 2011: 78). Physicians, coroners, people that work in funeral homes, police, military, 

and museums have traditionally been the ones dealing with the abnormal body.  

Sometimes people have stated that they never see misshapen bodies. They sometimes feel 

uneasy about them, but at the same time they are curious. Jones argues that by putting these 

types of bodies away in museums, they unwillingly become “freaks” or attractions (Jones, 

2011: 78). As I wrote in chapter 4, travelling circuses and world fairs were ways of showing 

“exotic others” to the public. At a meeting with a school group, Ellen challenged the children 

with a thought experiment.  
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Ellen: What if you knew that these remains had been in a circus before they came here to 

NMM, because they were looked upon as weird. Would you think about them in the same 

manner? And do you think we should have shown them? Is it a difference if something is 

“sick” or just weird? 

Crowd: (silence) 

Ellen: People have felt the way you do, because we have been exhibiting these remains 

before. People have said things like “yuck” or “disgusting” before. We must make sure that 

this does not make it into a “freakshow”. I heard some of you say stuff like “yuck” inside the 

exhibition and I do not think that it is a bad thing to say. Although, we must be alert so that 

people do not get offended.  

Whether it is circuses or displays of deformed bodies in museums, it all results in as Jones 

calls it, “the human desire to look at the other” (Jones, 2011: 79). The exotic other, the 

gendered other and the medically other can be seen as related ways to look at people that have 

different bodies than oneself.   

Is it possible to argue that a type of “othering” is happening in some museums today? By 

showing visitors medical “oddities” in museums, there is a chance of making the human 

remains seem unnatural, weird, or different. At the Body Worlds exhibit there was an idea of 

showing vital and “healthy bodies” to the visitors. This kind of contrasts with the anatomical 

(and in some cases “abnormal”) bodies exhibited at NMM. It also illustrates the way human 

beings that visits and works with human remains think. As Nancy Scheper- Hughes puts it: 

“the dead may not care what happens to them, but the living do” (Scheper- Hughes, 2011: 

172).  

When it comes to unusual bodies at NMM, one of these could perhaps be illustrated with a 

fetus that has a condition called anencephaly. Anencephaly is a condition where the child is 

born without a brain. The fetus displayed at NMM is born without a brain. This particular 

fetus became the talk among most of the children I observed at the museum.  

Pupil1: do you know what kind of disease this is (points to child that is placed inside a jar). 

Could it have had the zika-virus?  

Conservator and Ellen: I do not think so 
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Pupil2: Why did they sew the child’s chest, right by the rib bone? 

Conservator: Someone had probably cut open the chest to take a look at it 

Ellen: I have a question, is it even a human if it does not have a brain? 

Pupil: I did not even know that you could be born without a brain 

This fetus was called a «troll» by some of the children participating at a workshop. To some 

of the children this was the closest comparison they could make, since they never had seen a 

foetus without a brain. 

 

8Fetus born without a brain                                             9Fetus 

 

The bodies of foetuses have been a problematic issue for anthropologists. Lesley Sharp asks 

some questions about whether a fetus is part of the female body or a separate entity that is 

autonomous in the absence of the mother (Sharp, 2000: 301). She argues that it is possible for 

the fetus to be associated with “multiple or even competing categories of personhood” (ibid, 
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301). Many of the foetuses that did not make it till full term became medical curiosities, 

scientific objects for research or ended up in museums, as in this case (Sharp, 2000: 301). 

This is also the case for the fetus mentioned here. In the case of the fetus pictured above, it is 

an actual dead fetus. It is held at NMM and was a part of the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition. It 

is not known where it came from or who the fetus might have been.  

 

10Cautionary text at Body Worlds Vital 

The showing of foetuses is sometimes a controversial matter. In some cases, foetuses must be 

hidden away from public view (Sharp, 2000: 301). This was the case at the Body Worlds 

Vital exhibition. In one area, visitors were met with a sign that said “fetal development – 

please note that the next part of the exhibition shows real foetuses”. The foetuses displayed in 

this section were collected from old anatomical collections that were transferred to the 

Institute for Plastination body donation program. It might seem odd to visitors to be met with 
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this type of huge sign, when they have been staring at dead bodies throughout the whole 

exhibition. But then again, the bodies outside of this enclosure were donated by the people 

themselves. The foetuses had no saying in the matter.  
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6 Senses and emotions 

This chapter deals with how senses, feelings and bodies are expressed and dealt with, by 

participants that have been involved in the museum exhibits that this thesis concerns. The 

chapter will look at how these expressions play into a museum setting, but also see how they 

are a part of a bigger theoretical field in Social Anthropology. To illustrate these expressions, 

I will provide some empirical examples to be understood with theories on senses and 

emotions, in mind. The point is to show that museums today are more open to inviting their 

visitors to participate in their exhibitions.  

Inside a museum setting one interacts with one’s mind and body in different ways. The 

museum opens up for many different ways of reacting to exhibitions. In this chapter I try to 

deal with the ways people react when dealing with human remains inside the museum. I will 

argue that visitors to the museums are using their bodies and minds in different ways, and that 

goes beyond mere words. By observing one can see that the interesting things are sometimes 

the things that are not spoken out loud, but rather expressed in other ways. Through the social 

relations that human remains are a part of, these expressions can be dealt with in different 

manners. Nicholas Thomas sees that “collections are made up of, above all, of relations – with 

identifications in the form of labels and catalogue entries, with other artefacts and images, 

with histories, with people” (Thomas, 2016: 17). An exhibition can be viewed as a catalyst for 

the creation of many types of relations. This is what I will try to show in this chapter. 

An Anthropology of the senses 

As explained in chapter 4, early Anthropology in the 19th and early 20th century had an 

interest in the appearance and behaviour of other peoples and carried out a large amount of 

research on them. Anthropologists were interested in classifying people into distinct racial 

types, but they were also concerned about other peoples’ sensory characteristics (Howes, 

2003: 3,4). A backdrop for this type of research was the notion that Europeans were 

associated with the mind, reason, and rationality, while other non-Europeans were linked to 

the senses and the body (Howes, 2003: 4,5). Into the 20th century the interest in senses 

became associated with racial classifications of the past century. New technological advances 

in photography and video made Anthropology into a visual discipline that was occupied with 

sensory phenomena that could be visually recorded (Howes, 2003: 7).  
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In the years that passed since associations of the senses with racial classifications, the senses 

were again brought to attention. Participant observation became the preferred method used 

during fieldwork (Howes, 2003: 17). The observer then became an active part and not just an 

observer of culture. However, in the 1970’s this sensory revival shifted into a focus on text, 

writing and a “reading of cultures”. The idea of reading cultures instead of experiencing them 

was held by anthropologists like Clifford Geertz.  

The growing engagement in the senses in later years has by some been called “the sensual 

turn”. Due to the “incorporeality” of a lot of the textual and linguistic interest in 

anthropology, some scholars have taken a new interest in the senses (Howes, 2003: xi, 29). 

The sensual turn bases the production of knowledge on the senses and experience. The 

interest in the senses is also a reaction to the preoccupation with sight and the hegemony of 

vision in Western cultures. The predominance and the fascination with vision is as Howes 

argues, a product of scientific rationalism, capitalism, and new technologies (Howes, xii). 

While vision has been viewed as the main sense for study, the other senses have not been 

theorized in the same manner. Because of that, the so-called “lower senses” has not had the 

same position as vision.  

Constance Classen (1993) argues that, in western countries there has been a tendency to think 

of perception as something physical, rather than cultural. Our senses are viewed as bodily 

“tools” that perceive the world surrounding us. The senses are looked upon as passive 

recipients of data, and speech (that are not normally considered a sense) is seen as an active 

part that expresses data (Classen, 1993: 2). The ranking of the senses has also been discussed 

throughout the centuries. A hierarchy regarding the senses was soon developed by 

philosophers like Aristotle. He placed sight at the top of the hierarchy, then hearing, smell, 

taste, and at the bottom touch (Classen, 1993: 3).   

The senses are important for the experience of visiting a museum. Most people might think 

that they only use their eye-sight when viewing an exhibition. I have experienced through the 

fieldwork that the people I have observed tended to use more than just one of the five senses, 

when dealing with human remains. In this chapter I will focus on the five different senses of 

the human body to illustrate some examples of the museum audience I have observed. The 

five senses will be sight, touch, smell, taste, and sound. Even though there is a tendency in 

later literature on the senses to not isolate the different senses (Howes, 2003: xi), I will do it 
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here for structuring purposes. It does not mean that I think of the senses as closed off from 

each other. To the contrary, I will argue that they interact and relate to each other.  

Howes suggests that an anthropology of the senses must not be just observations of the senses 

of one society, but an exploration of the social significance the senses make (Howes, 2003: 

49). Howes states that “sensory models not only affect how people perceive the world, they 

affect how they relate to each other: sensory relations are social relations” (Howes, 2003: 55). 

An important thing to remember when observing other people and their senses is to remember 

that there is a possibility that the observer might misunderstand other people’s sensory world 

(Howes, 2003: 49). This is because the observer uses her own senses and relies on them to 

understand other people. One cannot only rely on one own senses; the observer must 

understand how others perceive their senses. Another way to look at senses are the way senses 

can be experienced differently within a society or culture by different persons. People may 

feel differently within a society about their experiences in different situations. This is 

especially true in societies where there are people with different backgrounds living together 

(Howes, 2003: 55).   

Sight and vision 

Sight and vision is and has been very important to anthropology. It has also been important to 

Western society as a whole since the Enlightenment when new discoveries required the senses 

of sight and vision. The focus on vision in the early days of anatomical research, the body was 

for the first time “opened up”, both literally and figuratively, for the eyes of observers 

(Stoller, 1989: 8).  Physicians began categorizing and organizing tissues, bones, and organs. 

To illustrate the importance of sight, I will provide an example from my own research. One of 

the photographers who works at NTM has taken photos and made small books so that visitors 

at the museum can write down their own thoughts and feelings about the “Skjeletter i skapet” 

exhibition. Some people have even drawn pictures. The adding of the visual aspect such as 

photos has been important because the photographer wanted to show the human remains in a 

different way than they are presented at the table. The photographer wanted to “aestheticize” 

the remains and place them along with fruit, flowers and other objects generally perceived as 

“beautiful”.  
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When one looks at the human remains, the objects of our gaze, we are not just staring at some 

remains. Nora L. Jones contends that the objects themselves “seem to look back at us” 

because we share the same humanity (Jones, 2011: 79). When one looks, a person is always 

looking in relation to themselves. So, viewing is always a reflection of oneself. Gurian argues 

that good exhibitions are often simple in their form (Gurian, 1991: 181). When an exhibition 

is complex and “verbal” it tends to be less understandable and this holds especially for the 

audience. Exhibitions are “basically non-verbal” in its form and can best be displayed when 

people can touch, see, and fantasize about it (ibid).  

 

11"Guest book" at Skjeletter i skapet 12Table containing human remains and guest 

books 
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13 Skeleton at Skjeletter i skapet 

Touch  

The aspect of touch has not been so prominent in my type of fieldwork. This is due to the 

nature of the theme of this thesis and that the collections I have been studying are not 

“touchable”. By that I mean that in most cases, people are not allowed to use their hands to 

touch the objects that are displayed. The objects, such as the human remains contained in 

glass jars, are not supposed to be touched by others than the conservators/restorers that work 

at the museums. This is particularly the case for the conservators at Nasjonalt Medisinsk 

Museum and Norsk Teknisk Museum in general. While talking to the conservators at Norsk 

Teknisk Museum I got to know that they are the only ones allowed to touch the objects, due 

to the fragile condition they were in. The fragility of the objects is something I have talked 

about in chapter 3.  
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While doing a session of talking to young school children, the human remains were taken out 

of their storage room and displayed on a long table for everyone to see. The object 

conservator had plastic gloves on when placing them on the table, as to not harm the already 

fragile objects. The objects were placed with care and caution.  The concept of care can be 

viewed as “a matter of knowledge and identification as well as an effort to manage physical 

risks” (Thomas, 2016: 65). When we were talking about the objects, no one was allowed to 

touch the objects. After the session, the objects were again taken into their boxes and placed 

inside the storage room. Again, the plastic gloves had to be worn. The careful touch of the 

conservator was something that fascinated me, and I got the impression that the conservator 

had a huge respect for the human remains in the collection. 

The sessions with talking about the objects created a special atmosphere inside the room. I 

gathered from the crowd that something was “missing”. Namely, the feeling you get when 

you touch something. The lack of touch, so to speak, became apparent when no one at the 

session, apart from the conservator was allowed to touch the objects. The school children 

really wanted to touch the objects, and some even forgot that they were not allowed to touch 

them and did it anyway. There was a constant reminder from their teachers during the 

sessions, not to touch the objects. In some way, the sense of touch is important to people 

when they view something. To feel something with their hands is for some very important to 

fully understand what they are viewing. When you are not allowed to touch something, it can 

create a distance between the person viewing and the object being viewed.  

Museums and exhibitions can be “made alive” by actors and visitors to exhibitions and 

events. Anne Kathrine Larsen gives an example of re-enactments of life and work at a 

museum in a rural place in Norway. There visitors are invited to use their senses by seeing, 

touching, tasting, and trying out things (Larsen, 2013: 249). Borders, such as glass cases or 

walls, in museums might make the space between the human remains and the visitors even 

larger (Goodnow, 2006: 127). The human remains can be viewed as something that needs 

protecting, but also as something that people may be protected from. Some museums have 

strict rules when it comes to handling objects. The classic taboo of touching things in 

museums have at sometimes lead to a fear of touch. David Howes writes that early museums 

in the 17th and 18th century gave the public permission to touch, feel, smell, and handle 

museum objects (Howes, 2006: 169). Tactile knowledge of things was then important. 

Modern ideas of conservation were not in the minds of early museums. 
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The other aspect of touch, particularly in the collections at Norsk Medisinsk Museum, is the 

way the human remains are handled now, versus how they have been handled in the past. Not 

only is the handling of them different, they are in a different setting and are being used in a 

different way than before. The care and consideration the human remains are being given now 

is somehow different from the apparent “lack of care” they had been given before. The 

practice of conservation has changed over time because of different ideologies and 

technologies (Eastop, 2006: 516). Objects do also change with time, this is precisely why 

conservation is needed. A large number of the objects from the museum hails from the old 

Rikshospitalet and has been used for teaching medical students about the human body. It is 

hard to imagine that the medical teachers and students at the hospital handled and cared about 

the remains in the way the conservators at NMM do now.  

Smell 

“Smells are the strongest catalyst of memory” (Stoller, 1997: 85).  

“It smells like it does in museums - it smells old” (visitor to NMM) 

The statements below are two different ways of looking at smell. Smells can be associated 

with both bad and good things. They can be positive or appealing, but they can also be 

negative or have bad associations with them. As Andrew Strathern and Pamela Stewart argue, 

positive and appealing smells can be associated with life and good experiences, while bad 

smells can be related to death and decay (Strathern and Stewart, 2011: 393).  

Not only did the visitors to the museums I observed in, detect smells – I did to. Smells are not 

always something one thinks that much about. In the case of museums, it is more detectable. 

In some cases, it does smell old in museums. What old means can vary from person to person, 

but to me it only gives positive feelings. It reminds you of old times and visiting museums as 

a child. This can be contrasted to the way people sometimes associate museums with decay 

and boredom. In addition, smells can sometimes be associated with other bodily functions like 

throwing up. In some cases, when people were visiting exhibitions they uttered complaints 

about feeling sick and really feeling the vomit in their throats. In addition to this, they also felt 

that they could smell this sensation.  
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Taste 

Paul Stoller notes that the focus on food has been important in Anthropology. The notion of 

taste however, has not been written much about. Among the Songhay of Niger, taste plays a 

big part in conveying, manipulating, and embodying social structures through the taste of 

food (Stoller and Olkes, 1990). The taste of food indicates among other things, the closeness 

of the relationships between relatives, friends as so on.   

As explained about smell, it is deeply connected to other senses, and hereby taste. To taste 

vomit is related to smelling it. David Howes explains the condition named synaesthesia as 

“medically speaking, synaesthesia is a very rare condition in which the stimulation of one 

sensory modality is accompanied by a perception in one or more other modalities” (Howes, 

2006:162). When experiencing this condition, one can “hear” colours, “see” sounds and “feel” 

tastes. Synaesthesia can also be looked upon as a condition where the senses blend into one 

another and come into play at the same time (ibid).  

The way I relate synaesthesia to my own observations is not in the medical way of describing 

the phenomena. It is more about synaesthesia as an inducer for the possibility of more senses 

working together at the same time. Some of the people I observed looked at the human 

remains that was stored inside glasses with formaldehyde and commented on how they could 

taste the liquid. At the same time, they also felt nauseous and uttered that they wanted to 

throw up. Especially in the case of a jar containing a foetus, people “felt” different senses at 

once. The jar is commonly associated with food, and in that way, people said that they could 

taste the liquid and the foetus inside it. At the same time, they felt sick because of that 

thought.  
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14Body cut into pieces at Boody Worlds Vital 

 

This example brings to mind, another one from Body Worlds Vital when people remarked 

how the human bodies looked like meat. The association of food made some of the visitors to 

the exhibition able to “taste” what they were talking about.  

Visitor: I know this is bad, but I think everything looks like chicken 

Visitor: Ok, this looks like pork chops.  
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My thoughts when hearing these comments went straight to cannibalism. I do not think this 

was the association the visitors made, but the food-like appearance of the human remains did 

something to them. 

Sound 

“We take the sound of language for granted” (Stoller, 1984: 569) 

The concern with language in Anthropology has long been an interest, and especially to 

anthropologists in the 1970’s and 1980’s. The medium of speech, namely the sound, has been 

undertheorized in comparison with theories on language (Howes, 2003: 36). Steven Feld has 

worked among the Kaluli people in Papua New Guinea where people tend to use sound as 

their main sense to communicate with the world around them. By listening to the birds and 

other sounds surrounding them, they can orient themselves in the dense forest (Feld, 1982). 

The knowledge of particular birds and where to find them helps the Kaluli find their way and 

measuring space and distance. This is one example of people finding alternative ways to 

communicate and using their senses in quite different ways than just their eyes.  

In the Skjeletter i skapet exhibition one element of sound came in the form of a recorded 

conversation between Ellen, the curator of the exhibition, and one of the conservators at the 

Norsk Teknisk Museum. The conversation is about how it is to work with human remains, 

both the technical part and the emotional aspects to it. It is also about the human remains that 

are not possible to exhibit. The reasons for this is further explained in chapter 3. The visual 

aspect here is absent, and sound is the substitute for what they cannot show. To call it a 

substitute may be wrong, but it shows that visualisation is still important to museums.  

The sounds in the museum can be described through people that visit the exhibition. School 

groups make a lot of noise and if one walks in NMM at school days, one can really hear 

exited kids. When there are no living human beings around, the absence of sound is quite 

clear. The only thing one can hear is the sounds of computers and technology in the 

exhibition. In addition to this there are recorded videos and audio that one can hear in specific 

sections at NMM.  

John Harries discusses the possibility of human remains having the ability to speak and how 

they might speak to us as visitors.  
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They speak to us. They tell us of past lives. Or perhaps, more to the point, past lives 

speak in and through bones; for the story of these lives is immanent within, and so 

may be revealed through the study of, the very form and substance of human remains. 

Moreover, bones do not only speak of the people whose animate being once enfolded 

them; they speak to attachments and associations that bind the past to the present. 

Webs of relationships are constituted as the voice of bones becomes audible and 

attended to. (Harries, 2016: 3) 

I think this is also the case of the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition and the residents at NMM. 

Although they do not literally speak, they do it figuratively. Their biographical lives, of the 

ones we know of, says something about them as persons.  

Feelings and emotions 

An increasing interest in feelings and emotions in anthropology began in the 1970’s and 

1980’s as a way to understand the emotional and personal in social life (Lutz and White, 

1986: 405). There was long a disapproval of the way human beings were being portrayed as 

mere mechanical “information processors”. This led to a new concern about what 

sociocultural experiences feels like for the people who experience them and a general interest 

in emotions and feelings that had previously been neglected by anthropologists (ibid, 405). 

Emotions and feelings had been viewed as “natural” and “biological” aspects of human 

experience and therefore looked at as uninteresting for and too hard to research. An 

anthropology of emotions now looks at how emotions and feelings can be viewed in relation 

to communication between people, their relations, and cultures.  

Lutz and White (1986) describe different approaches that have been made towards emotion 

and feelings in both anthropology and other disciplines. These approaches are coupled in 

“dichotomies” such as materialism and idealism, positivism and interpretivism, universalism 

and relativism, the individual and culture, and romanticism and rationalism (Lutz and White, 

1986: 406-409).  

Each of these very basic stances has implications for the way emotion is investigated. 

As a result of them, emotion may be treated as something to be explained by other 

variables (such as the body, social structure, or childhood experience), as something 

that can explain cultural institutions (such as hospitality, avoidance customs, or 
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individual participation in religious ritual), or as an inseparable part of cultural 

meaning and social systems. These tensions determine whether or an investigator 

claims to study emotions directly either as affects or ideas about emotions, or both. 

And they influence the types of methods that are used, including behaviour 

observation, empathy, introspection, or cultural analysis. (Lutz and White, 1986: 409) 

Sandra H. Dudley argues that “creative, materialist thinking about embodied and emotional 

engagements with objects can provide more powerful alternatives or additions to textual 

interpretation in enabling visitors to understand and empathize with the stories objects may 

represent” (Dudley in Fuglerud and Wainwright, 2015: 45).  

In relation to the topic of thesis, engaging with human remains can evoke feelings and 

emotions. Filippucci describes encounters with human remains as “those curious and 

sometimes uneasy moments when, by intention or accident, human remains re-emerge, 

fleetingly or more persistently, to enter social circulation, calling forth emotions, responses, 

and elaborations.” (Filippucci, Harries et al. 2012: 198). Graziano Romaldi discussed relics 

and human remains when he states that: 

One of the risks to avoid when displaying human remains is turning them into a 

spectacle. If a display is aimed only at obtaining an emotional effect, it can destroy the 

sacredness and the sense of empathy that should be associated with the preserved 

remains. (Romaldi, 2006: 81) 

If something can be said about feelings in the light of the theme of this thesis, it is that people 

do have very different reactions to what they are exposed to. Though it is hard to really know 

what another person is feeling, it is to some degree possible to observe their face, body and 

what they are saying. The hardest part is still how one should analyse them. It is in some way, 

I as an observer who interprets them. It is often hard to interpret what an emotional reaction 

means and what to make of it. To observe the visible aspects of the human body has been my 

source for interpreting the feelings of others. Objects in exhibitions can evoke emotional 

responses. They can provoke memories and feelings (Gurian, 1991: 181). Viewers of the 

objects can also attribute agency to the objects themselves. This is especially the case when 

dealing with human remains. I will discuss the role agency plays, in chapter 7.  
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People had different ways of reacting. While some found the objects displayed disgusting and 

shocking, others found it interesting, curious, and exciting. Some people found it simply 

boring and showed their lack of interest by yawning or complaining. There was a slight 

difference when it came to people’s age and how they reacted. While most children reacted 

either with disgust, disinterest, or curiosity, adults had a different approach. Adults tended to 

react with either care or criticism. The focus on ethics was a lot bigger with adults than 

children. Most children did not seem to care at all about ethical considerations relating to the 

collection. This I will elaborate on below.  

The whole collection kind of reminds me of the movie “Waterworld”, where the main 

character is a mutant with gills and webbed feet. Because of his special characteristics, the 

locals try to drown him. I think it somehow relates to this collection since some of the people 

that I have shown this collection to, think it is repulsive and disgusting. They do not want to 

see it. In some way, I think people might be disgusted by themselves (Participant connected to 

Skjeletter i skapet) 

The person making this statement was interested in the way people tend to be more fascinated 

by abnormalities in the human body than healthy or so-called “normal” bodies. The human 

remains at the “Skjeletter i skapet” exhibition were clear indicators for this person that visitors 

to the museum and people in general tended to like the deviations in the human remains more 

than anything else. In that way, people will look for more spectacular and “weird” looking 

remains. The link to popular culture is also evident in the statement, because some make 

associations to things that are better known to them.  

Nicholas Thomas suggests that “anatomical collections may be perceived as eccentric, creepy, 

even seemingly perverted” (Thomas, 2016: 46). The feeling of disgust was an emotion many 

of the people I observed expressed in various ways. It was not only the talk about how things 

were disgusting, but also how people behaved and expressed it in a bodily way that fascinated 

me. As for the topic of disgust, Michael Owen Jones writes mainly on food when describing 

what people may find disgusting (Jones, 2000). I argue that the feelings of disgust people 

have towards specific foods, can be related to the way people view human remains. 

Ellen: do you think anything of this, is creepy or disgusting? 
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Pupil: I think this one (fetus without brain) was a little creepy, because it only has half a 

head. But it was kind of cool as well. 

The above example shows that there are differences between human remains when it comes to 

what people find “gross”. The clean and cleansed skeleton is often perceived as less unsettling 

than mummies or body parts in jars and so on (Goodnow, 2006: 126). The latter part may 

appear more “human” since the bodies or body parts have hair, blood, skin, and fluids on 

them. At Body Worlds some of the human remains had hair on them. This was something that 

unsettled many, because it felt misplaced. 

With the exception of the Body Worlds exhibition, Duncan Sayer states that visitors to British 

museums do not want to see dead people displayed that have recently died (Sayer, 2010: 107-

108). By recent, he means in the past 100 years. The same visitors did however feel that to 

display older remains were ok. This is perhaps due to the fact that human remains from the 

past 100 years might have some connection to the visitors to exhibitions like this. In some 

cases, there might even be a familial bond between them.   

One of the reasons why people may feel more disgusted in relation to organs and such, may 

have to do with the fact that the human body hides them. They are more invisible than what 

for example a foot or an arm. People do not usually see organs or the things that are inside 

them, such as livers. The invisible organs are as Nancy Scheper-Hughes argues, hidden from 

the human individuals’ anatomical schemata or body image (Scheper-Hughes, 2011: 175). An 

arm or a leg is more visible and can therefore be easier to deal with for the visitors of such 

displays. Some body parts are closely linked to the perceptions of self and personhood, like 

the heart or the face. The feeling of disgust might be related to what Mary Douglas calls 

“matter out of place”. That which threatens borders between the living and the dead or clean 

or dirty must be rejected. What is seen as filth or dead is dependent on the society one belongs 

to (Goodnow, 2006: 124). Sometimes during observations people made it clear that they felt 

unclean or filthy – despite not having touched the remains. 

Visitor: I want to clean my hands now 

Visitor: Yuck 

One of the employees at Norsk Teknisk Museum, told that people often felt sick while being 

shown the exhibitions related to human remains. The topic of nausea was a common theme 
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that people liked to discuss and they often felt nauseous when I observed them. The employee 

at NMM told that people often felt like leaving the exhibition because they felt sick. In many 

cases they did. The employee said that once one person exclaimed that they felt sick, many 

more people felt the same way. In a way the feeling of sickness and nausea influenced many 

more in wanting to leave.  

No one wants to see stuff like that when they are on their way to a Lego-show with their 

children (Employee at NTM) 

A person who works at NTM stated this in a meeting related to the new exhibition at NMM. 

We talked about how people tended to react when they passed by the exhibition, which is 

quite close to entrance to Vitensenteret that is very popular among children, and their parents. 

The element of surprise or the feeling of being taken aback by an exhibition full of human 

body parts was something people spoke much about, and they are things that I observed 

myself. Adults with children were the ones who were most keen on avoiding the exhibition by 

dragging their children along with them. The children seemed interested in the exhibit, but the 

adults were not. There are exceptions to this tendency though, some parents were interested in 

showing and “teaching” their children about the human remains exhibited.  

Parents “teaching” their children at the museum is not an unusual sight at museums. At the 

Body Worlds exhibition in Trondheim parents were very enthusiastic in teaching their kids 

about the body and body parts. Learning at a museum exhibition is not the same as learning 

inside a class room. Museum learning is “self-paced, self- directed, non-linear, and visually 

oriented” (Gurian, 1991: 181). The setting is much more different. The museum is a place that 

one can make free choices. This is true of school groups that visits museums. As for other 

people as an audience, they tend to be different social units that have various previous 

knowledge of the subject that is displayed. An audience at a museum come when they want, 

leave when they want and look at what they want themselves.  

As mentioned in chapter 3, the Body Worlds Vital featured real human bodies and body parts 

preserved by the technique of plastination. At this exhibit people had quite different ways of 

showing their feelings. Some were quite disgusted and stated things like “Now I know why 

you have always been a vegetarian” or “Ugh, do not touch it -  is it really real?”.  
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I think it is about the baggage you carry with you as a human being. The way you react to 

something is related to what you take with you when you visit an exhibit like this (participant 

at “Skjeletter i skapet” meeting) 

Conservator: that is a spine with scoliosis, that means that the spine is really bent 

Pupil1: can you live with it all your life? 

Conservator: yes, you can 

Pupil2: my mum told me about it once. I think her uncle had it, and he died very young, I 

think. He always sat like this (bends forward and down) 

Feelings of recognition and similarity often occurred in people when they were faced with the 

human remains. One person, a female adult, commented that she felt it was weird that the 

uterus displayed was displayed at the same height as her own uterus. By looking at all the 

human remains she felt quite touched by the remains of embryos and spoke of the feelings she 

felt in relation to she herself being a mother. The gendered aspect comes forth when people 

are confronted with body parts that resemble their own and remains of children that could be 

their own. 

Pupil: I think this is the most exciting thing (the fetus born without a brain). Because when 

you look at it, you can recognize where the mouth is and stuff like that. Exciting   

Pupil: It is kind of weird because I know I look like this, but I find it hard to imagine it. 

(pointing at organs) 

Another emotion and mental state that people were experiencing in the exhibitions was 

fascination. Katherine Goodnow asks why people are fascinated by dead bodies. Through 

psychoanalytic theories of the oedipal complex and the unconscious, she gives some insight 

into why people find dead bodies fascinating (Goodnow, 2006: 125). Being allowed to see 

something that one usually never sees, something that is kept hidden and are forbidden, makes 

people fascinated. Curiousness and fascination is something that almost everyone I have 

talked to or observed, have experienced. 
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Feelings related to what a human being is were often the topic of discussion among visitors to 

the museums, and particularily at NMM. Could human remains be things or were they 

humans? 

Ellen: are these people or is it things? 

Pupil1: I think it is people 

Pupil2: (points to remain). It is part of a human, but the thing is that you do not see that it is a 

part of a human. I also think that because it is so small, you cannot say that it is a human 

being yet? 

Ellen: no, I think that is why it called a fetus maybe, which is an unborn human being. But 

perhaps it has life, or perhaps becomes life? 

Pupil3: they do not have any real thoughts or feelings, or anything when they are that small, 

they are not really people or something 

Pupil4: if you see skeletons and organs I think it is a thing, but if I had seen a brain that 

“died” 3 months ago I would have been like this: wow, this used to be a person 

Pupil5: human parts, because, for example, a pencil is a thing 

Pupil6: everything is humans 

Pupil7: everything is things 

Pupil8: they are humans when they are alive, but things when they are dead 

Pupil9: a whole body is a person, while human parts are things 

Pupil10: skeletons are people, and organs are things 
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7 The dead remains and agency  

This chapter deals with the concept of agency and how it relates to the different aspects of 

human remains. I will argue that agency is not only something that can be applied to the 

audience, participants and spectators of the exhibitions mentioned in this thesis. It is also 

possible, as I will contend, that “things” or human remains can have agency themselves. The 

previous chapter dealt with the senses, emotions, and the reactions people had to different 

exhibitions of human remains. It focused on living human beings, that could perhaps be 

viewed as “easier” to analyze through the mind of an ethnographer. In this chapter the focus is 

mainly on non-living persons, so to speak, analyzed through the remains of once living human 

beings.  

This chapter will argue against the assumption that most people regard human remains as 

something that cannot speak or communicate. There seems to be a common understanding 

that communicating with human remains is something different from interacting with another 

living human being. Some, as I have observed, have stated that human remains do not answer 

back when you talk to them. It might be that human remains do not answer back in the way 

most people think of, through speech, but they perhaps do that in other ways. In this chapter, I 

will focus on the different relations that forms as an effect caused by the human remains. 

Their agency, and the relations that springs out of contact with the human remains is 

something that will be explored further below. Living humans have long been viewed as 

beings that have the capacity of having agency (Tung, 2014: 437). Although people have been 

viewed this way, it is only recently that humans have been looked at as objects within a 

material culture, Tiffiny Tung argues. Human remains and the dead body, on the other hand 

have a long history of being viewed as objects.  

Agency and actor-network theory 

During my fieldwork, I spent a great deal of time with both living and non-living people. The 

distinction between “living people” and “dead things” was not always so clear to me. Nor was 

the distinction that clear to many of the people I spoke with and observed. The way people 

engaged themselves in the “things”, shows that the “things” were not always passive objects 

that did not do anything. I felt that the human remains were and became a part a bigger whole 

of relations and connections that reached beyond the museum walls. The human remains felt 
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like an “actor” that played its part in a wider setting. I wondered if it were possible that the 

organs, bones and tissues could have agency, just like their living counterparts in museums. 

Just like Tiffiny A. Tung discussing the dismemberment of bodies in the ancient Andes, I was 

thinking about how bodies can act on the living (Tung, 2014: 437). If it is possible that human 

remains have agency, how is the agency transformed from the once living body to the dead 

body? 

The concept of agency has been thoroughly discussed in both Anthropology and the social 

sciences. The actor- network theory (hereby abbreviated as ANT) originates in social sciences 

like Sociology, and Science and Technology Studies (Muniesa, 2015: 80). ANT has had an 

influence in different fields such as Sociology, Political Science and Anthropology (Muniesa, 

2015: 80). Lien (2012) suggests that ANT is not that different from Anthropology in the sense 

that they have the same views on ethnographic practice, and that they view ethnography and 

theory as closely linked to each other. Methodically, the same attention to details, use of the 

body and observation techniques can be found in both “disciplines”. While anthropology is 

interested in making a holistic approach to the field of study, some of the “problem” for ANT 

is where to delineate the relations and networks that are being studied. This is also the case in 

some anthropological studies as well. The relations and networks that this thesis talks of could 

potentially be much larger than what is studied here.  

Agency is defined as “the capacity, condition, or state of acting or of exerting power” 

(Agency, 2018). On the question of whether things can have agency or not, ANT concurs that 

things do have agency. This is based on the belief that all things must be symmetrically 

arranged. The reason for this is because it is not possible to predict what make things happen 

and which elements in an event that matters. People do act, but it is impossible to say if they 

act alone (Lien, 2012: 302-315). Therefore, all actors must be juxtaposed in a symmetrical 

manner and it means that humans and non-humans are analyzed in the same way 

Bruno Latour talks of actors when he states that «any thing that does modify a state of affairs 

by making a difference is an actor – or, if it has no figuration yet, an actant» (Latour 2005: 

71). ANT borrows the term actant from literature studies where the actant is used to describe 

an actor (Latour, 2003: 54). So, in the case of the “actors” studied in this thesis; who has 

agency? Is it something that only human beings can have, or is possible that “things” may 

have agency too? In this case it is a particularly difficult matter, because we are dealing with 

human remains and not a “pure material thing” or a non-human actor. By non-human actor or 
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non-human agency, I mean «sources and agencies of action other than purely human, 

conscious, and intentional” (Muniesa, 2015: 82).  

In Social Anthropology, Alfred Gell has probably been the most prominent figure when it 

comes to agency. Gell remarks that anthropology has since its beginning been occupied with 

issues that has to do with relations between persons and “things” that in a way appear as or 

acts as persons (Gell, 1998: 9). Gell’s work coincided with a wider trend in different fields 

that focused on objects and materiality (Chua and Elliott, 2013: 14). Alfred Gell’s book Art 

and agency: an anthropological theory proposes an anthropology of art which focuses on 

social relations rather than meaning and symbolism. He thinks that the anthropology of art 

should focus on the social context of art production, circulation, and reception rather than 

aesthetical judgements of art or art objects (Gell, 1998: 3). In a way he tries to make theories 

of art more anthropological in the sense that social relations are instantiated by and expressed 

in the past and present through works of art or art objects. Human beings realize the objects’ 

intentions and thus exercise their own agency through “secondary agents” that is the artefacts 

(Gell, 1998: 20).  

Instead of looking at aesthetics and symbolic meaning in art, Gell focus on agency, intention, 

causation, result and transformation (Gell, 1998:6). When one rejects aesthetics and meaning 

one instead sees art as a system of action that change the world and the social relations it 

interacts with (Tanner and Osborne, 2007: 2). Even though this theory is closely linked to art, 

I suggest it can be applied to the human remains as well. This is due to the fact that people I 

have observed tend to engage with the human remains in a number of ways. The “things” are 

not always “things” but can be understood as social agents themselves.  

Social relations become effective when their agency is understood by the people who interact 

with them. Things or objects, or even living human beings can have agency, but only because 

they are part of social life themselves (Gell, 1998, 7). Gell’s critics point to the fact that 

symbolic meaning and culturally different aesthetics becomes underlined. They argue that 

symbolic meaning is still important when it comes to art. Howard Morphy argues that Gell’s 

attention on the agency of the objects takes away the focus on human agency.  

People who use works of art, interact with works of art, respond to works of art, do so 

with some background of knowledge and experience which may include detailed 

knowledge of the artwork itself and of innumerable previous interactions involving it, 
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or similar objects. Likewise, people respond to the physical properties of an artwork, 

to the complexity of its composition, partly in the context of the moment but also in 

the light of a history of viewing artworks and other things. Their viewings are 

influenced by how those experiences are interpreted in relation to their cultural 

background, their religious beliefs, their social status or gender and so on. (Morphy, 

2009: 14) 

In this way Morphy thinks that meaning pre-exists action. Meaning is one of the things that 

makes agency possible (Morphy, 2009: 14). He sees that objects do not change themselves 

(Morphy, 2009: 6). Although it is possible to think of objects that may have agency in 

cyberspace or in robotics, Morphy sees that these are not the objects that Gell is referring to. 

He elaborates with; “what human beings think an object is capable of doing needs to be 

separated from that which it is actually known that objects can do” (ibid, 6). Morphy argues 

that an analysis of objects must include meaning and the cultural context which the object is 

emerged in (Morphy, 2009: 9). Here he criticizes Gell that he thinks reads the object like just 

a sign or a symbol. Morphy also think that Gell;  

Oversimplifies and privileges social action, it makes objects exist for the moment and 

fails to take into account the knowledge and presuppositions that people bring to bear 

when acting in relation to objects. People act in relation to objects as a part of a history 

of relating to objects, a history that is supra-individual yet reproduced through 

individual action. The knowledge, meanings, interpretations, and experiences that 

people bring to bear on objects cannot be reduced to individual agency nor can they be 

thought to be contained in the sets of objects that have been produced over a given 

historical period of time. (Morphy, 2009: 20) 

Human remains, agency and the network  

One of the prevailing questions that came forward throughout my observations was directed 

towards the nature of the human beings displayed in the exhibitions. Were they merely 

“things” or were they actual human beings? And then, of what kind? Or were they something 

in-between? In particular, the people working with human remains were the ones who were 

most interested in getting answers to this question.  
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Alfred Gell describes agency as something that can be applied to anything – humans, plants, 

non-humans, cars and so on (Gell, 1998: 22). People attribute intentions and awareness to 

objects, and agency in a person or an object is a matter of causality, it is about what happens 

because of this and this. Art objects (or things) are not “self-sufficient” agents in the sense 

that they can only be agents by being a part of social life (Gell, 1998: 17). This distinguishes 

Gell from ANT’s views on agency. The human self-sufficiency and autonomy is an important 

aspect to attribution of agency to non-human actors.  

If we are presuming that the human remains dealt with in this thesis are viewed as “things”, 

can we also assume that they do not “talk”, or communicate? In the introduction to this 

chapter I referred to someone I talked to during my fieldwork who did not believe that human 

remains could answer back if you talked to them. If talking is not possible for human remains, 

does that mean that all sorts of communication is off limits? I will argue that it is not.  

In terms of different “actors” in the field, Michael Baxandall suggests that there are three 

different “agents” that make up the field of an exhibition. It is the maker of the artefact, the 

ones who exhibit the artefact and the viewers of the artefact (Baxandall, 1991: 36). I think 

these three agents can be applied in this case, although Baxandall speaks of ethnographic 

exhibits.  

By looking at a diagram that I have seen quite a lot while observing, one can try to think 

about the different types of “actors” that could possibly have agency. This is a diagram made 

by people involved in the “Skjeletter i skapet” project at NTM. It contains thoughts on who 

might be involved in a project like that and as I see it, a map of a network model.  
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15A network model made by the Skjeletter i skapet project 

 

16Translated version 

As this model shows, the project with its human remains, reaches out to different people, 

institutions, museums, and organizations among others. Agency, as I see it, can be applied to 

the people that work at the museum. Both the people involved in projects and everyone that 

works in relation to the human remains. In the “skjeletter i skapet” project I got the feeling 
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that people working with human remains really wanted to involve people in what they were 

doing. By involving people and institutions of different kinds they wanted other people’s 

perspectives on the human remains, and perhaps change the way they were looked at. The 

people who visit the museums and exhibitions are also a part of this network of relations. 

They too are a part of what affects the human remains and vice versa. Then, there is the case 

of the human remains themselves. So, where do these relations stop? According to ANT 

networks of different relations and connections could be endless.  

Social life and agency 

The people I have observed in the course of the fieldwork are actively trying to engage with 

the human material displayed to them. Whether it being imagining the remains’ origin or their 

own bodily responses to it. It is for some very hard to define what human remains are, 

whether the remains are “people” or “things”. Alfred Gell suggests that “cognitive 

psychologists believe that the distinction between living things (biological organisms) and 

non-living things is one to which we are innately sensitive” (Gell, 1998: 122). He also 

discusses how an entity can have intention without being biologically alive (Gell, 1998: 122). 

Dead bodies are also seen as “an ontologically ambiguous entity” that can be viewed as an 

object and a person at the same time (Crossland, 2017: 181) 

Human remains have been used in living people’s “service” for many years now, so is it 

possible that they can have an agency and a life of their own? Arjun Appadurai makes some 

interesting points to the subject of the social life of the “things” and their commodification. 

He studies material culture as parts of economic systems, circulation and exchange. 

Commodities, like persons, have social lives (Appadurai, 1986: 3). Even though Appadurai 

speaks of commodities that have economic value, I think it is applicable in the context of this 

thesis. Commodities, although Appadurai distinguishes between the two, are in some way 

objects and they sometimes circulate through the hands of many different persons, institutions 

and so on (ibid, 6). The main point for Appadurai is that things or commodities have a social 

life, just like human beings. In the case of the “things” at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum it is 

perhaps hard to see that the human material that just lies there, displayed to the audience can 

have a social life. I will argue that the way they have been used by people, as in the case of 

changing hands between the old Rikshospitalet and Norsk Teknisk Museum is relevant to see 
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the “things” not just as passive objects. This also makes a link back to the network model 

above. 

Appadurai notes that there has been a tendency in later years to view things as passive and 

speechless and that things can only be set in motion and “brought to life” by people and their 

words (Appadurai, 1986: 4). An alternative way to view things are to “follow the things 

themselves” and look at how they are used, their forms and the paths that they form (ibid, 5). 

Human actors give meaning to things and the things illuminate the human and social context 

that they are encoded with. Igor Kopytoff notes that a commodity (or a thing) may be treated 

as a commodity at one time and at other times not. There exist different views on whether a 

commodity is a commodity, and that at different times (Kopytoff, 1986: 64). Different states 

of agency and their ever changing “statuses” come into play in exhibitions like “Skjeletter i 

skapet”. The way the “things” at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum have changed hands or 

ownership, or even how they have changed statuses from being objects of research to museum 

objects is interesting in this regard.  

Another way of looking at how “things” change over time is mentioned by Maruška Svašek 

when she talks of transition/transit, which describes; 

The movement of people, objects and images across space and time, which allows 

individuals and groups to overcome space-time distances through material extensions 

of themselves or to re-create familiar environments in new surroundings while 

sometimes changing the meaning and emotional value of objects and images in the 

process. (Svašek in Fuglerud and Wainwright, 2015: 1) 

The people who have been participating in the Skjeletter i skapet project or have just visited 

Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum have engaged in a kind of “reanimation” of the human remains 

displayed. People have constantly commented and speculated on their origin and their 

“biography”, to use Kopytoff’s terms. At a workshop that children from two different school 

classes were participating, a particular “object” became the big talk amongst the children 

involved.    

Ellen: do you see this glass? This is what is called a Norgesglass. These glasses are being 

used for dealing with food. This particular glass has been a mystery to us since we found it in 

a storage facility. It suddenly was there, and we do not know anything about it. A theory as to 
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why it is contained in a norgesglass, is perhaps that the original glass container broke and it 

had to be replaced with a glass that was easily available, from a kitchen or something. 

The school children comment on the fetus that is contained inside an old jar, a norgesglass jar. 

Ellen says that this way of containing the fetus might have been a quick and easy solution for 

the people at the old Rikshospitalet when they were “storing” the fetus. Someone asks if there 

is blood in the jar, since the liquid is so red? The object conservator answers that it might be 

blood, but it can also be something wrong with the preparation of the fetus and that it might 

have been discoloured. Or it could possibly be that the jar might have had a rubber band 

placed around it and left some of its colour in the jar. Some of the students suspect that the red 

colour is residue from the mother of this child.  

  

17 A fetus inside a "norgesglass" 

 

The fascination with the fetus and what looked like blood inside the jar, sparked an interest in 

the children. By seeing what they thought was blood, they began speculating in where this 

fetus might have come from and its origin. The fact that is was displayed inside a jar and 
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more specifically a norgesglass made it more absurd to them. A norgesglass is a jar that has 

traditionally been used in Norwegian homes for decades and is still being used for storing 

food and as decoration. It has been used for the purpose of pickling, canning, storage and 

conserving foods such as jam, pickles, and other types of foods. The lid and the glass make it 

airtight and contributes to the possibility of storing food for a long period of time.  

The fact that the fetus is placed inside a norgesglass might seem weird to some people, 

because the norgesglass is associated with conservation and it being a container of food. 

When the jar contains something else than food, in this case, a human fetus the differences 

between the dead human being, food and concepts of decoration becomes fluid. Norgesglasset 

in itself has a specific cultural meaning to most Norwegians, so the fetus inside it gives it new 

meaning. In addition to this, there might be associations of human flesh that is contained in 

something used in relation to food. Thoughts of cannibalism may come to mind.  

Another object that both the children involved in the workshops and people participating at 

meetings have showed an interest in, is the piece of skin belonging to a named person. The 

piece of skin has four bullet holes that pierce through it. The skin was cut from the back of the 

grocer Edvard Rustads’ head by the coroner after he was shot dead in 1934. The murder of the 

grocer remains unsolved to this date and remains one of the larger crime cases in Norway. 

This object was a part of the Skjeletter i skapet exhibition but was until recently displayed in 

the “God Bedring” (“get well soon”) section at Nasjonalt Medisinsk Museum. In 2014, the 

museum got an inquiry from someone that wanted to take a DNA sample from a piece of the 

skin. The person wanted to have the piece to check if the DNA matched with Rustad’s. The 

person suspected that Rustad might have been his grandfather. In this case, the museum asked 

for advice from a committee dealing with research on human remains. They were unsure of 

who it was that actually “owned” the remains of Rustad and the whole collection as well. 

They ended up not giving the person permission to have a sample. This shows that objects 

displayed at the museum are not just passive “things” but engage in meetings with the larger 

public. 

By giving attention to the things themselves and focusing on the relations that they form it is 

possible to see the agency in many forms. One of the ways to conceptualize agency is by 

“thinking through things”. This has become a method in the study of materiality and objects. 

Things are considered on their own premises, as something that creates meaning. They do not 

need any more interpretation (Henare et al: 2007: 1-3). Also, “the things encountered in 
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fieldwork are allowed to dictate the terms of their own analysis” (Henare et al, 2007: 4). 

Things are both material and meaningful (symbolic) at the same time and that they are not 

mutually exclusive (Daston, 2004: 17). Things communicate by “what they are as well as by 

how they mean” (ibid, 20). Things in themselves are interesting and not just as symbols or 

bearers of meaning (Appadurai, 1986: 5). Things or objects can therefore be viewed in their 

own respect and not as being enlivened by humans.  

Agency and intention  

Intention is an important aspect to agency. Terms like agency and actor are often connected to 

intentionality, rationality and consciousness (Lien, 2012: 302-315). This makes it difficult for 

some to comprehend because that would mean things can act and do act with intention. Lien 

suggest that this difficulty to understand can be traced back to the view of humans being 

unique and that it challenges what people take for granted (ibid). In some ways there is easier 

to look at what people do in relation to the human remains I talk of in this thesis. By 

contrasting two different ways of exhibiting the remains of human beings. 

The Body Worlds Vital exhibition and the “Skjeletter i skapet” exhibition have two different 

ways of exhibiting human remains. In the Body Worlds Vital exhibition, the focus for the 

people that were exhibiting was the vital and healthy body. In contrast, so to speak was the 

“skjeletter i skapet” exhibition that showed many remains that were in some way “sick” or 

“abnormal”. The different approaches to the dead human body made the two exhibitions 

“intentions” quite different from each other. I want to propose that the ways the exhibitions 

are made and the ways the human remains are displayed and came to be in the exhibitions, 

has something to do with the agency and intention. In this case I see different intentions (or a 

lack thereof) from the ones who make these exhibitions and the ones who are in it, namely the 

human remains. The people who visit these exhibitions also have different agency and 

approaches that perhaps differs from the ones mentioned above. In a way, all these “actors” 

have different types of agency and intentions in relation to the displays in the museums.  
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18Human body shown as a goalkeeper at Body Worlds Vital 

At Body Worlds Vital, the human remains are displayed in settings and surroundings that 

encourage the visitor to think about health and the healthy body. To use dead human remains 

in an exhibit about health for living human beings might to some seem paradoxical. This is 

something that is discussed elsewhere, in chapter 5. The people that the human remains 

originate from have, as Body Worlds Vital states, donated their bodies for the purpose of 

exhibiting them after their death. To the exhibition the donor’s functions as guides and 

teachers to a healthy, vital body (ntnu.no). It is impossible to say what the intentions of the 

people that donated their remains were, since the exhibition do not want to focus on the 

individual stories, and also, do not provide any for the visitors. Their bodies’ functions are 

now in the hands of the people who make the exhibition and their specific aims.  

In some way, the intention of the dead human being can be said to still prevail after death. 

This is, as I see it, an intention to inform and help others even after they themselves are dead. 

So, their intention still lives on, even though it might not be the same intentions the exhibiters 

have when they make the displays. The people who make Body Worlds Vital are in some way 

displaying a more “active agency” both from themselves and the human remains. The human 

remains are displayed in a way that gives away the exhibitor’s intentions, namely to show the 
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healthy body. The human remains can have their intentions and agency on their own, but the 

exhibitors give them agency through their intentions. For example, human remains are 

displayed as sports people and given their own story in a particular setting. This is especially 

interesting in the sense that their own biographical lives may have differed a lot from the way 

they are displayed now.  

On the matter of the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition, the intention and agency of the “actors” 

involved is quite different. The human remains, in most cases, have a little known 

“biography” or information attached to them. The intentions of the human remains are little 

known, since in many cases we do not know who they are and how they got there. We do 

know that some of them have been the subject of study at anatomical lessons, but more than 

that is not possible to know, or it has not been researched yet.  

Their agency is unclear and can be viewed by the visitors to the museum in a more “passive” 

way than let us say, Body Worlds Vital. The intentions of the institutions and museums that 

have been a part of is sometimes clearer. In the case of the “skjeletter i skapet” exhibition the 

people involved in it, the mission is to make new “stories” through the people, institutions, 

visitors and so on, that engages with the human remains. In a way, it is up to the people that 

engages with the human remains to understand their agency and connect with them in 

different ways. One creates agency through the people that visit the exhibition. In this chapter 

I have tried to give an insight into the concept of agency and how it relates to human remains. 

I have argued that human remains can have agency in themselves, but it is also possible that 

people attribute agency to the remains 
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8 Concluding remarks 

In the introduction to this thesis I wrote that I would give insight into the meetings I have had 

with human remains in museums. I also noted that I would share the observations I had made 

of the people that engage with human remains in museum collections and exhibitions. 

Through viewing aspects like agency, materiality, senses, emotions, the body, death, museum 

work and research in relation to human remains, I have tried to give some new insights into 

how human remains are viewed in society.  

In chapter 1, I made an introduction to this thesis and how it relates to a wider theoretical field 

in social anthropology. In chapter 2, I gave an account of the field, the methods that I used in 

the fieldwork and thoughts around my positionality. I also reflected upon a fieldwork that was 

a little bit different, and aspects to doing fieldwork at “home”. Through a dividing of 

thematical chapters I have hopefully shown different ways people view human remains. 

Moreover, the human remains have been the subject for analyzation.  

In chapter 3, the focus was on human remains and how they relate to museums. Museums 

have held human remains for many decades, and this has been viewed in relation to the 

changing role of museums in society. Through a democratization process, new voices that 

have not previously been heard in the museum context, have found their way into the 

museum. NTM and “Skjeletter i skapet” have found new ways to connect people to the 

material at the museum. Through workshops, meetings and a social media presence they have 

reached their goal of connecting people to the human remains. In this way, museums are 

actively trying to engage people in museum work and exhibitions. Museums should always 

reflect the society they are placed in and the people that inhabit it. 

In addition to this ethics and ethical considerations have been very important to people at 

NMM. Human remains are difficult to work with and they are for many very contentious. 

Given a difficult historical background concerning how museums, countries and institutions 

have treated certain people (and human remains), it is easy to see how ethics plays such a big 

role when people are dealing with human remains. One of the issues I saw during fieldwork 

was how children, or young people did not care that much about ethics as adults do. My 

observations have made it clear that the youngest of us, do not care that much about what 

happens with human remains. This is perhaps to overstate it, but this notion has been 
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reoccurring. There were of course children that did care about ethics, just not as many adults. 

People that work with human remains, such as conservators or curators are concerned with 

ethics and respect in relation to human remains. 

In relation to the “difficult history” of dealing with people (and remains) that differed from 

oneself, chapter 4 discussed research that had been done to people in general. Research 

connected to ethnic populations and “races” was seen in connection different ways people and 

human remains have been displayed researched on.  

The body, death and the connections with human remains was explored in chapter 5. How 

people view life and death was seen in connection to human remains and the dead body. One 

of the main points in this thesis has been that human remains is located in a constant switch 

between what is considered alive and not-alive. This is reflected in how people that live in 

Norway view human remains. Whether they are museum visitors, museum workers or a 

member of the general public, they all have some ideas about human remains and how to 

exhibit them. Some people think that human remains should be buried and not exhibited at all. 

Others think they are a great research tool for visitors and medical personnel. 

Through the use of their senses and emotions, people have connected to human remains. 

Chapter 6 showed how the public and visitors to the museums, tended to use many of their 

senses going to the museum. Moreover, people use their whole body when going to museums. 

Through senses like smell, taste, touch, sight and sound, new ways of connecting to the 

remains have emerged. In meetings with human remains, people feel very different things. 

Some feel disgust, others a recognition. Others something else entirely. Also, some human 

remains are perceived as more “creepy”, disgusting or contentious than others. The different 

ways people act and engage with human remains in museums, goes to show that people have 

different approaches to human remains. 

In chapter 7, I argued that human remains could have agency, and that they had the capacity 

to act. Through networks and associations, human remains can have the ability to act in the 

presence of people in museums. The network around them: audience, visitors, museum 

personnel, and organisations all make human remains “act”. Through their association and 

communication with people and others, their own agency comes through. 
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Engaging people with human remains can give new insights for museums. In the introduction 

I wrote that my research question was “How can human remains in museums have an impact 

in and outside museum walls? And how do visitors, the environment, institutions, and society 

feel about and connect with human remains?”. Through a research question like this I have in 

this thesis tried to show how human remains can be more than just “dead matter”. They were 

after all, once a part of a living human being.  

As, I remarked in the introduction, I have tried to argue for an anthropology of human beings 

that are not all about living people. Social Anthropology deals mostly with the cultures and 

societies of the people that live in our world. What constitutes the living and the non-living is 

sometimes not that easy to detect. Therefore, I suggest that further research on human remains 

should be conducted – also in the field of Social Anthropology.  
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