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Humans in Wrecks

Elisabeth Iregren

Abstract

This article is based on a paper presented on the Aland Tslands in the summer of
2001. Even though I am an osteologist, general osteological aspects will only be
touched upon in this paper. However, some general reflections on Swedish
legislation and heritage management policy when it comes to the handling of
skeletal marerial will be discussed. T will also present some cases of skeletal
material being kept outside the museum setting and ‘of reburials. Shipwrecks are
historical documents, regardless of the age of the ship or the point in time when
it was wrecked. Anyway, it is not just the ship, its construction and function, the
locality of the wreck and its damages, which are historical documents; human
remains are also, as a selection of the past population, a document of huge
historical value. This paper will primarily discuss questions on the ethical aspects
of human remains in shipwrecks. ‘

Legislation and ethical regulations

Legislation in Sweden

The Swedish Ancient Monuments Act (SES 1088:950; RAA 1990)
deals with both shipwrecks and human skeletal remains. Ancient
remains that are protected by law include:

“graves, grave buildings and grave fields, and cemeteries as well as
other burial places,” (§ 1.1)
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Paragraph 1.8. also specifies: “shipwrecks, if at least 100 years are
presumed to have passed since the ship was wrecked.”

Paragraph 6 states: “Withour permission it is forbidden to /.../ move,
take away, excavate, cover /.../ or in other ways change or damage an
ancient remain.” In the definition of ancient monuments there is also
a passage stating that the remains should be products of “human
activities” or “ancient use”, and that they should be “permanently
abandoned”.

Specific information on shipwrecks, in the form of general
guidelines in connection to Chapter 2 of the cultural heritage law, has
also been published (1990: 1). Shipwrecks have had legal protection
since 1967, when similar legislative protection was introduced in
Denmark, Finland and Norway. In the specific guidelines provided
by the National Heritage Board mentioned above, human remains
are not mentioned at all.

Guidelines from the National Heritage Board and the Swedish
Museum of National Antiquities

In 1983 the National Heritage Board and the Swedish Museum of
Narional Antiquities published guidelines with the title “Care,
keeping and reburial of ancient and medieval skeletal remains”
(Underrittelse 1983: 7). In their guidelines the authorities stress that
osteological experts should evaluate the scientific value of the skeleral
material. If the miaterial has a scientific value it should be examined
and preserved. Reburial can sometimes be allowed, but ot in the
ground. One can instead consider crypts where the individuals are
marked and kept separate. Security and good preservation conditions
must be guaranteed, as well as accessibility for researchers.

In Sweden a small amount of skeletal material has been reburied
or returned to churches based on decisions made by the authorities.
The presentation below is primarily based on Karin Lovgren’s
undergraduate seminar paper as well as my own previous experiences.
One such case concerns 14 skeletons from the church of Bjornlunda
in Sédermanland (mid-Sweden). [t was considered that these medie-
val skeletons lacked legal protection since the cemetery is (at least
partly) stll in use today and thus has not been “permanendy

abandoned”. Today the skeletons are kept inside the church building
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(Lovgren 1994: 15-16). Skeletal material (48 individuals) has also
been returned to the abandoned church of Killa on Oland, although
the Swedish Museum of Nartional Antiquities remains responsible for
the material. Here too the skeletons are kept inside the church
building (Lévgren 1994: 25). In neither of these cases has an
inspection of storage conditions and/or accessibility taken place by
the Swedish Museum of National Antiquities (Leena Drenzel, pers.
comm.)

In connection with another request for reburial the government,
as supreme authority, decided that the skeletons of three children
from the church at Bonderup, Scania, should be kept at the
University of Lund’s Historical Museum (dnr KU 91/5691 K).

The returning of skeletal material to a parish brings to the fore
questions on the supervision of conditions of preservation, security
and accessibility. These questions must — ar least in my opinion — be
solved before the heritage authorities can agree to the return of the
material. Can responsibilities that are normally associated with a
national museum be transferred to a parish? Another model of
preservation has been used for the huge amount of skeletal material
from the Dominican monastery at Visterds. The skeletons are kepr in
a cellar in the municipal town hall. The question in this case is: is it
the municipality or the county museum that is responsible for
security and for ensuring access for researchers?

The skeletal marerial from the church of St. Johannes in Norr-
koping has, after a decision from the County Administrative Board,
been reburied in its entirety (Lévgren 1994: 27; During 2002 pers.
comm.). Limited osteological analysis was carried out before the
reburial. Sofia Prata (1997) has dealt with a part of the excavated
material in an undergraduate seminar paper. The examined skeletons
date to the period 1700-1813 (Prata 1997: 4). However, no profes-
sional (osteological) assessment was carried out on the material’s
scientific value and research potential before the County Administra-
tive Board made its decision. This skeletal assemblage is one of the
few that would have been able to present knowledge about post-
Reformation times, since only a limited number of excavations —
carried out in Sweden — have been directed at materials of such a late
date (Redin 1991: 94). It is obvious from Lovgren’s presentation that
the managers at the county museum, as well as at the county
administration, appear to have an old-fashioned view of science. It
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