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This chapter traces histories of ethical considerations, policies, politics, and prac-
tices relating to the collection of human remains, from their beginnings in Europe 
around 1750 to the present. We examine the changing, context-specific legal, cultur-
al and ethical frameworks and practices embedded in global and regional structures 
that made the collection of human remains possible. We pay specific attention to 
the collection of human remains, particularly skulls, for racial science. In numerous 
cases, collecting human remains was in breach of context-specific norms, rules, and 
laws. In that sense and from today’s perspective, the described practices of collecting 
and often the collections themselves embody profound ethical violations, especially 
insofar as they were grounded upon and served to support racist and colonial orders 
and other forms of oppression and exploitation. Ethical considerations are not only 
a contemporary issue, however, as concerns related to collecting and collections of 
human remains for science accompanied these practices ever since they began.

The collection of human remains in Europe was driven not only by medical 
education and research, but also by the intertwined Enlightenment projects of 
developing a comprehensive understanding of the world alongside the creation of 
racial classifications and hierarchies. The roots of collecting practices can be traced 
back to the Wunderkammern, or curiosity cabinets, of Europe’s early modern period. 
These were zones of intercultural contact and imagined foreignness that showcased 
diverse artefacts and specimens, reflecting the collector’s prestige (Collet, 2012). 
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As European colonisation and global exploration expanded and new materials and 
objects became increasingly available, collections transitioned into the domain of 
specialised scientific institutions, namely universities and museums. The ethical sta-
tus of such collections is now frequently scrutinised, as they exemplify historical pe-
riods when the pursuit of scientific understanding often occurred at the expense of 
human dignity, autonomy, and accountability. This legacy is a driving force behind 
contemporary discussions about repatriation, restitution, and the ethics of using and 
treating human remains in collections in the majority of Western scientific institu-
tions as well as institutions in former colonial states that pursued similar goals. In 
showing the diverse ways in which human remains were amassed in collections and 
the variety of ways in which they have been conceptualised and handled, we suggest 
that ethical and policy responses to these collections today must be context-specific 
and historically informed.

The cases discussed below are selected examples related to each other by both the 
collection of human remains and by their simultaneous use or propagation of racial 
categorisations. Moreover, they concern collections amassed by leading anthropol-
ogists who were recognised as influential figures in their field. The cases examined 
here also represent a temporal genealogy from the late 18th to the 20th century, high-
lighting changes and transformations in practices. The fact that Western actors are 
at the centre is primarily due to the European origin of hierarchical racial classifica-
tion of human remains. However, our attention to South Africa integrates practices 
from other regions of the world, highlighting relevant similarities and differences.

‘Collecting’ Human Remains: Changing Regulations  
and Ethics in Historical Perspective
Through time and across varied socio-cultural contexts, human remains have long 
been collected for varied reasons, be they as relics for religious veneration, props for 
vanitas paintings, in commemoration of the deceased, for public display of a con-
quered enemy, for their perceived curative properties, or as exotica, demonstrating 
and materialising the travels and prestige of the collector. This chapter concerns 
human remains collections amassed for science, particularly in anatomy, anthro-
pology, or archaeology, over the last 250 years, now held within institutions such as 
universities and museums. While these institutions were first exclusively centred in 
Europe, this history has a global reach and relevance for institutional collections of 
human remains in many parts of the world.

How and why have universities and museums, as well as individual anato-
mists, collected human remains? In general, a foundational motivation for these 
collections is the importance of direct observation of the body’s internal structures 
through dissection in early modern European medical education (Ghosh, 2015). 
For centuries, bodies were only formally allowed for medical dissection in Europe 
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through privileges granted to universities or anatomists, whether by local authorities 
or rulers, depending on time and place. Often, it was the bodies of those executed 
for serious crimes who were permitted for dissection in nearby medical schools. Due 
to increasing demand by anatomists, regulations expanded to allow more bodies for 
dissection, including those who may have died by suicide, those whose bodies were 
not claimed by kin for burial, the indigent, or other socially and economically mar-
ginalised individuals and groups (Stukenbrock, 2001; Hildebrandt, 2008; Tarlow 
and Battell, 2018).

In part, collections – rather than just dissections – were motivated by the limited 
supply of cadavers and practical limitations on dissection throughout the year. Dis-
sections were often held in the coldest months of the year when decay was slowest. 
By contrast, anatomical collections could be studied year-round. Description alone 
was usually insufficient for demonstrating certain anatomical structures, and as 
detailed illustrations – whether woodcuts, engravings, or, later, lithographs – were 
often time-consuming and expensive to produce, direct study of anatomical col-
lections allowed for detailed, repeated, and comparative observations (Hendriksen, 
2014; Huistra, 2018). The invention of long-term fluid preservation techniques in 
the late 17th century enabled the collection of not only bones but also soft tissues 
(Kooijmans, 2010). As a result, anatomical collections – whether in the possession of 
individual anatomists or universities – became central to the knowledge-production 
infrastructure of modern medical education and research (Huistra, 2018; Guerrini, 
2022). However, with the decline in anatomy’s importance by the 20th century, 
as medical education became increasingly microscopic, and later molecular, many 
anatomical collections often faded from use, view, and interest, or were discarded 
altogether (McLeary, 2000; Claes and Deblon, 2018; Ion, 2021).

Anatomists collected remains for these collections through autopsies, amputa-
tions, and various surgeries, sometimes with the nominal consent of the individual 
or their kin. Such ‘consent’ was often still characterised by asymmetries of power, 
such as an anatomist-obstetrician offering to take the body of a deceased child from 
an indigent mother who would otherwise have had to pay for burial (Dittmar and 
Mitchell, 2016). Privileges or permission to dissect a body granted to individuals 
or institutions may have allowed for the retention of bones or other parts. Howev-
er, the burial of remains after study was often an explicit requirement. Anatomists 
sometimes ignored the letter entirely or in part by delivering coffins with partial, 
picked-over remains to the graveyard (Stukenbrock, 2001, 159–160). 

The legally sanctioned supply of cadavers often fell short of anatomical demand, 
leading to unsavoury, furtive practices in the acquisition of bodies: the foundational 
text of modern anatomy, Velasius’s De fabrica humani corporis of 1543 (required 
reading for all medical students until the start of the 19th century), contains de-
scriptions of the author’s grave robbing and tomb raiding to find both recently 
deceased bodies and skeletons for study (Park 1994). Grave robbing, particularly 
in the United Kingdom and the United States, became popularly associated with 



Malin S. Wilckens et al.54

anatomy, leading to laws and regulations in the 19th century that increased the le-
gally sanctioned supply of bodies to medical schools and discouraged grave robbing. 
Only in the later 20th century did consensual donation become a common source 
for scientific study of bodies as well as a common ethical standard (Winkelmann, 
2016). A review of the extensive historical literature on anatomical dissections and 
collections shows that the routes by which remains came into anatomical collections 
were varied, ranging from the explicitly sanctioned and public to furtive and illegal 
means, from consensual to exploitative, and from well documented to entirely un-
known (Sysling, 2015; Jones, 2019; Comer, 2022).

Are the origins of collections of racialised remains collected for racial science 
similar to those collected for other aspects of anatomical study? Broadly, yes, at least 
in some cases. In places like Amsterdam or Philadelphia, bodies of racialised groups, 
particularly Black people, were collected by anatomists through the same means by 
which they had acquired other bodies since the 18th century (Wolff Mitchell, 2018; 
de Rooy, 2023). Bodies of enslaved people, in particular, were often used for medical 
education as well as for racial study in the United States (Berry, 2017). However, 
anatomists also mobilised global colonial networks to amass remains, especially 
skulls, for the study of racial science. Human remains collected for racial science are 
the focal point of this article, as they particularly concern current discussions about 
the ethical legacy of collections. Ethical questions relate not only to the collection 
process but also to how they were handled in research that involved hierarchical 
classifications of people. We begin with a discussion of the first systematic collection 
of human remains for racial science, which was initiated by Johann Friedrich Blu-
menbach at the University of Göttingen.

Göttingen: Johann Friedrich Blumenbach
Upon its inauguration in 1736, Göttingen University (Lower Saxony, Germany) 
was granted a ‘corpse privilege’ by the local Hanoverian authorities, allowing for the 
use of bodies of executed criminals in dissection. Later, additional individuals were 
permitted as subjects for anatomical research, among them ‘(1) destitute hospital 
patients and prisoners without relatives, (2) unmarried mothers and illegitimate 
children, (3) the poor and (4) “foreign” beggars and “lazy folk”’ (Ude-Koeller, Knau-
er & Viebahn, 2012: 305). Another regulation issued in 1814 expanded the list 
of bodies to be supplied (ibid). These bodies were sourced from the surrounding 
area and typically belonged to individuals marginalised by society (Wagener, 1995). 
These laws demonstrate how ethical considerations played a crucial role in handling 
dead bodies, reflecting religious beliefs and cultural norms regarding dignity, dif-
ferential worth, and rights of different individuals, as well as funerary rituals and 
bodily integrity. The procurement of bodies for anatomical dissection at Göttingen 
University differed, however, from the methods used to establish Blumenbach’s pri-
vate scientific collection for racial classification. 
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Blumenbach was among the earliest scholars to amass an extensive collection 
of human skulls specifically for racial science. His example is particularly signifi-
cant, highlighting the interplay between emerging classificatory ambitions and the 
expanding global networks of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. His network 
of skull suppliers spanned continents, reflecting a period when voyages of colo-
nial-imperial conquest and scientific expeditions were on the rise. These endeavours 
facilitated the acquisition of materials on a global scale, which were accompanied 
by substantial logistical, cultural, and ethical challenges (Wilckens, 2022b). Blu-
menbach’s collection provides a lens for examining the development of medical 
collections, the interconnected dynamics of colonial expansion, late Enlightenment 
thought, and early anthropological inquiry, while also serving as a starting point for 
further historical developments and changing ethical perspectives. 

Aligned with Enlightenment epistemic ideals, Blumenbach sought to demon-
strate his theories on human variety empirically. He collected human remains as 
scientific objects, stripping them of their cultural and symbolic meanings. What 
were considered by local communities to be ancestral remains or carriers of spiritual 
significance were transformed in Göttingen into components of a scientific collec-
tion, into objects (Wilckens and Kurzwelly, 2022). This process reflected colonial 
power dynamics and the manifestation of Enlightenment science ideals. While 
specific laws governed the collection of human remains at Göttingen University, 
in the electorate of Brunswick-Lüneburg and later the Kingdom of Hanover, such 
regulations often did not apply in colonial contexts, where remains were commonly 
acquired under arguably even more dubious circumstances. 

Blumenbach himself did not travel to procure skulls, but relied on a scientif-
ic network and extensive correspondence to expand his collection (Böker, 2018). 
While Blumenbach showed no hesitation in amassing these remains, his indirect 
role contrasts with the actions of the immediate procurers, who often acquired re-
mains under circumstances that they recognised as ethically questionable. Blumen-
bach relied heavily on British colonial networks, which facilitated the acquisition 
of skulls from the Southern Pacific and the Caribbean. In Great Britain itself, the 
Murder Act of 1752 legalised the ‘anatomisation’ of bodies of executed criminals 
(Tarlow and Bartell, 2018). The law was expanded in 1832 with the Anatomy Act, 
which allowed for the dissection of unclaimed bodies (Richardson, 1987). Practices 
in British colonies developed unfettered by such laws or scruples. For example, Al-
exander Anderson, director of the Royal Botanical Gardens on St. Vincent, reported 
to the president of the Royal Society and a central intermediary to Blumenbach, 
Joseph Banks, in 1789:

It is a very difficult thing to get the Crania of the yellow Carribes or aborigines the 
greater part of them have been extirpated by the black Carribes at present there 
are only 2 Families of them & these are in the most remote Part of the Island their 
burial places are not easily Found & an attempt to disturb them is lookd upon as the 
greatest of Crimes (Banks and Blumenbach, 15 July 1789, III, No 560, 236–238).
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Anderson was aware of the outrage of local inhabitants, but he did not hesitate to 
collect a skull from St. Vincent for Blumenbach. For those procuring skulls in colo-
nial contexts, it was sometimes necessary to avoid scaring the local population and 
to show apparent respect for local customs. 

Missionaries in the Moravian Church also sent skulls to Blumenbach. Religious 
convictions did not hinder the missionaries from secretly collecting skulls from 
graves:

There is, however, a difficulty in this, which does us no particular honour, but which 
can be excused to some extent in the case of a nation such as Greenland, namely that 
we must try to get hold of it quite secretly from the Greenlanders since the living 
would not forgive us so easily if they realised that we were sending the skulls of their 
deceased compatriots across the sea wrapped up. However, it will be possible; I have 
advised my dear brothers in all three places to consider this when the opportunity 
arises, and I will not neglect it. (Translation, Brodersen to Loretz, 17 September 
1792, IV, No. 772, 197–199)

The unscrupulous acts by Anderson, as reported by Banks, and those of the Mora-
vian missionaries are two similar cases illustrating how procuring skulls relied on co-
lonial hierarchies and was justified based on perceived scientific value. Blumenbach 
praised the unscrupulous efforts of his procurers and emphasised the scientific value 
of the skulls. To Joseph Banks, he wrote in 1789 as a reaction to a Caribbean skull: 
‘It will be the greatest ornament of my collection, & a new proof of the noble Spirit 
You possess to promote all attempts for the increase of natural philosophy, as well 
as an inestimable testimony of the favour You honour me with.’ (Blumenbach to 
Banks, 9 August 1789, III, No. 565, 242–44) In return, Blumenbach provided his 
collectors with the latest books or courtesies, such as supervising students or offering 
reviews; the correspondence partners were committed to reciprocity and reliability 
(Biskup, 2008).

Philadelphia: Samuel George Morton
Samuel George Morton was an anatomist who systematically collected skulls, par-
ticularly of Indigenous people, for his (in)famous work, Crania Americana (Wolff 
Mitchell, 2018). Like Blumenbach, Morton did not personally collect skulls, except 
for a few cases in his hometown of Philadelphia, United States (Wolff Mitchell, 
2021). Instead, he maintained an extensive network of correspondence with col-
leagues, students, and associates across the United States and abroad, who gathered 
and sent him skulls (Fabian, 2010; Wilckens and Kurzwelly, 2022). Morton’s prom-
inent roles, including secretary and president of the Academy of Natural Sciences of 
Philadelphia, the oldest and most prestigious American scientific society of the early 
19th century, gave him access to a global network of naturalists and their associates 
which he used to expand what would become the largest human skull collection of 
its time (Fabian, 2010).
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Morton’s skull procurers were well aware of the unethical nature of their actions. 
In 1835, the naturalist John Kirk Townsend wrote to him with a simultaneous im-
putation of violence against Native Americans: ‘It is rather a perilous business to 
precure indian’s sculls in this Country – The natives are so jealous of you that they 
watch you very closely while you are wandering near their mausoleums & instant 
& sanguinary vengeance would fall upon the luckless wight who should presume 
to interfere with the sacred relics’ (Townsend to Morton, 20 September 1835, 
SGMP, APS). Laws regulating the acquisition of cadavers for medical studies were 
also introduced in various states of the USA throughout the 19th century (Shultz 
2005). The dead were mainly unclaimed bodies from public institutions and lower 
social classes. These laws did not, in practice, protect Indigenous graves (Fine-Dare, 
2002). The forced removal of Indigenous peoples during the westward expansion of 
the United States, particularly around and after the ‘Indian Removal Act’ of 1830, 
coincided with a shift in the aims and context of anatomists (Bieder, 2003). This 
period provided greater access by anatomists to Indigenous burial sites and enabled 
the justification of westward expansion through the devaluation of Indigenous peo-
ples. Simultaneously, anatomists collected and studied the skulls of Black people 
in relation to the issue of slavery. The scale of anatomical collection grew as more 
individuals gathered specimens, leading to increased acquisition of skulls and their 
growing commodification. 

These practices supported a view of skulls as mere scientific objects, devoid of 
personal or cultural significance. For those procuring the skulls, a sense of racial 
superiority accompanied collection, with the skulls treated as trophies (Brockmeyer, 
2017). The intensified trade of objectified remains towards the production of hier-
archical, racist knowledge shows the entanglement of science and society, connect-
ing the trade with debates over enslaved people and global imperialistic structures.

Paris: Pierre Paul Broca
In the mid-19th century, collecting practices underwent further transformation as 
‘the nation’ became an increasingly focal point of anthropological study in Europe. 
The French anatomist Paul Broca directed much of his anthropological research to-
wards the methodological standardisation of measurements, which he promulgated 
within the Anthropological Society of Paris, which he founded in 1859. Another 
focus of his work was the supposed development and origins of the French nation 
(Blanckaert, 2001). To this end, he collected in the immediate vicinity of Paris. He 
obtained skulls with official permission, especially as cemetery relocations and urban 
construction provided opportunities for excavation. Napoleon III authorised exca-
vations in France to support such nationalist questions. In contrast to many other 
anatomists, Broca frequently collected skulls himself and with colleagues, both with 
and without authorisation. His research extended beyond what he conceived to be 
the study of the prehistoric development of the French nation, as evidenced by his 
interest in the origin as well as the form and capacity of the skull of the Spanish and 



Malin S. Wilckens et al.58

French Basque people. In collaboration with a Spanish colleague, Broca clandes-
tinely collected Basque skulls from a local cemetery in Zarautz under the cover of 
night (Broca 1862). His actions reveal Broca making ethical distinctions regarding 
the buried individuals by unearthing some illegally and not others, highlighting the 
double standards and controversies of 19th-century anthropological methods. Also, 
researchers increasingly focused on prehistoric finds associated with the nation’s de-
velopment. Skulls could now also be on loan or exchanged, suggesting increased 
objectification and deindividualisation. Imperialistic collecting practices in colonies 
abroad were still practised. Collecting shifted from exemplars of human variety to 
large population samples.

The growing number of state-sponsored excavations within France and abroad 
transformed both collecting practices and research methodologies. Broca’s collection 
included 19th-century skulls from cemeteries for the impoverished, as well as those 
from medieval nobility (Wilckens, 2025). The temporal distance of the latter was 
invoked to justify their exhumation ethically. Ethical considerations played a more 
significant role in domestic excavations, where state authorisation ensured compli-
ance with legal and cultural norms. However, these ethical concerns were often sub-
ordinated to the perceived imperatives of scientific progress. As national narratives 
influenced research agendas in anthropology and vice versa, state structures also 
enabled anthropological collecting to resolve these questions.

Freiburg: Alexander Ecker and Eugen Fischer
In 1857, the anatomist Alexander Ecker began building an anthropological col-
lection in Freiburg. One focus lay on prehistoric human remains from Southwest 
Germany compared to more recent ones. Ecker was deeply interested in the devel-
opment of skull morphology from (pre)historic times, with a particular focus on 
German specimens. Like Broca, Ecker was intensely engaged in studying the nation 
understood as ‘German ethnic groups’. At a time when regulatory laws primarily 
focused on cemeteries, numerous skulls were unearthed in Germany due to con-
struction work and infrastructure projects such as railway expansion. Some remains 
were only temporarily loaned to Ecker, while others were acquired from various 
collections for his research and publications (Ecker, 1865). The Prussian Excavation 
Law, enacted on 26 March 1914, introduced legal provisions regulating excavations. 
However, these regulations were primarily intended to protect archaeological finds 
and reinforce the rights of property owners. This law mandated state permits for ex-
cavations and required the reporting of accidental discoveries, ensuring the transfer 
of significant artefacts to public collections (Kunow and Rind, 2022). 

Besides the exchanges, purchases, and gifts which enlarged the collection, several 
skulls originated from violent and deadly colonial contexts, such as the genocide 
against the Herero and Nama in the area of today’s Namibia, when Eugen Fischer 
curated the Freiburg collection in the 1880s. He also brought back skulls himself 
from his travels to German South West Africa (today’s Namibia) in order to conduct 
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studies on living and dead persons. In colonial newspapers, he also encouraged trav-
ellers to bring back skulls from their journeys (Fischer 1921). The collection now 
took on a much stronger racial-ideological connotation, with a focus on heredity 
and Fischer’s propagation of eugenic ideas of ‘racial hygiene’ (Proctor 1988; Lösch 
1997). These later collections were often mixed, developed by various curators and 
through the acquisition of other anthropological collections.

Cape Town, Johannesburg, Stellenbosch: Louis Péringuey, Raymond Dart,  
and J.F. van E. Kirsten
Most of the human remains collected in Southern Africa before the 20th century 
did not remain in the region. Colonists during this period often procured bodies 
across Southern Africa in unethical ways, such as through stealing the bodies of 
the recently deceased (e.g., Bank 1996, 391) and grave robbery (Legassick & Ras-
sool, 2000). These remains were then sent to collectors in various locations across 
Europe, as well as to collectors in North America (Wolff Mitchell & Kennaway, 
2024). For instance, in 1820 British settlers like Thomas Pringle kept the skulls 
of various groups like what they called ‘Bushmen’ and the Xhosa in their personal 
collections for study as part of a phrenological society in the Cape Colony and also 
supplied such remains to interested parties in Britain (Bank, 1996, 391). In the US 
in the 1840s, Morton reported acquiring four skulls for his collection from around 
the Cape Colony (Morton, 1849). These skulls, three of which were described as 
‘Hottentot’ and one as ‘Kaffir’, were sent from John Watson through his colleague at 
the Academy of Science, Gavin Watson (Renschler & Monge, 2013, 37). Although 
South African institutions did not have their own formal collections at the turn 
of the 20th century, natural scientists within some of these institutions had already 
begun keeping human remains. 

An example of an individual collecting remains is Louis Péringuey, who worked at 
the South African Museum in Cape Town. After making a significant archaeological 
finding of stone tools just outside Stellenbosch in 1899 with George Corstorphine, 
his colleague from South Africa College (Péringuey and Corstorphine, 1900), Pé-
ringuey began collecting human remains. This was due to Péringuey’s association of 
archaeological objects with living San peoples (Morris, 2022, 14). While this settler 
colonial tradition of collecting was gaining momentum, human remains and other 
objects considered to be of archaeological and heritage value continued to be sent 
out of the country to collectors in Europe and North America.

After the establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910, the South African 
colonial government passed its first legislation to conserve and curb the export of 
materials considered to be of archaeological or heritage value. This was through 
the Bushman Relics Protection Act of 1911. Although this legislation focused on 
the preservation of rock art, it was also designed to curb the illicit trade of San and 
Khoe (often referred to collectively as ‘Khoisan’) human remains (Black et al., 2025, 
1). Further legislation in the ensuing decades guided the management and use of 
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human remains in the region (Black et al. 2025), while institutional collections of 
human remains were established across South Africa in museums and the country’s 
newly established universities. By 1918, universities in Cape Town, Stellenbosch, 
and a third whose founding was announced in Johannesburg were significant mile-
stones to the institutional collection of human remains, as were the anthropological 
activities of museums in Bloemfontein, Kimberley, Pretoria, Grahamstown, Port 
Elizabeth and King William’s Town, which by this time had begun housing human 
remains (Morris, 2002, 336).

Human remains in South Africa were studied through an explicitly racial lens. 
Local groups, collectively referred to as the ‘Khoisan’, were believed to be dying 
races that would soon become extinct (Davison, 2001). This idea of a ‘passing race’ 
generated significant demand for the collection of many remains thought to be of 
Khoisan peoples, primarily through unscrupulous means. These practices were part 
of a broader project of collectors to find supposedly pure racial types. Extensive an-
thropometric measurements of African peoples considered to belong to these groups 
were made, including the production of face masks and measurements of genitalia 
(Rogers Ackermann, 2019, 108). The remains of other African ethnic groups across 
the region of today’s South Africa, like the Xhosa and Tswana, were not spared from 
being collected. Their remains, once collected, were exchanged within the country 
between museum and university collections, and were also sent overseas to become 
part of museum and university collections in Europe and North America (Wolff 
Mitchell and Kennaway, 2024; Steyn et al., 2013). 

In the 1920s, anatomist and paleoanthropologist Raymond Dart began collect-
ing what has become one of the most significant collections of human remains 
in South Africa. He began what has come to be known as the Raymond A. Dart 
Collection of Human Skeletons (commonly known as the Dart Collection) after 
taking over as the Head of the Anatomy Department at the recently established 
University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg in 1923. The Dart Collection is 
one of the largest documented cadaver-derived human skeletal collections in the 
world (Dayal et al., 2009). Similar to many other collections, the human bodies 
taken to become a part of this collection were largely derived from the unclaimed 
bodies of people from marginalised communities and sourced from hospitals and 
archaeological excavations where collectors often took remains from graves without 
consent. These practices were common for the time and are characteristic of the 
origins of collections across South Africa. Through his anthropological work, Dart 
became a central figure in the development of the typological view of race in South 
Africa and the scientific racism thereof (Kuljian, 2025). 

In 1957, Stellenbosch University established its own collection of human remains 
under the leadership of J.F. van E. Kirsten, a founding professor of the then-new 
medical faculty (Alblas et al., 2018). Some of the original materials in the collection 
were on loan or donated from the Dart Collection. Kirsten’s collection was used 
for educational purposes until 2012, when it also began being used for research. 
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It is at this time that the collection was named the Kirsten Skeletal Collection by 
Professor Benedict Page in honour of Kirsten being the first Anatomy professor of 
the Department. 

Established under the Apartheid regime, the Kirsten Collection grew through 
the same kinds of practices as the Dart Collection, with the remains coming mostly 
from marginalised individuals throughout the mid to late 20th century. Notably, in 
its inception and historical use, this collection has been seen as important due to 
the demographic characteristics of the remains, which were seen to comprise the 
most extensive collection of Coloured South Africans.1 The racial understanding of 
the importance of the collection, along with the ethical challenges in its collection 
practices, has been the source of controversy and prompted accusations that it per-
petuates the legacies of racial science (Walters and Jansen, 2022). A moratorium on 
the use of some of the specimens or individuals in the Kirsten Collection was put 
in place and the collection has also recently been renamed the Stellenbosch Bone 
Repository due to the growing recognition of the ethical challenges the collection 
faces.

Ethics of Using Human Remains: Categories,  
Scientific Goals, Agendas
How were the remains treated after collecting? Blumenbach treated his skull col-
lection as his own property. It was kept in his home and sold after his death by his 
widow to the University of Göttingen (Schober, 2022). Framing these remains as 
property obscures the manner in which they were obtained. Neither the individuals 
nor their relatives authorised the scientific use of these remains for Blumenbach’s 
anthropological project.

Skulls in Blumenbach’s collection were treated as ‘objects’ for scientific study. 
Blumenbach primarily wrote about the biographical details of individuals to the 
extent that it established the ‘authenticity’ of the remains or contributed to their ra-
cial ordering. Skulls in his collection were meticulously described to facilitate com-
parative analysis. Blumenbach developed a typological classification of humanity 
consisting of five types: American, Caucasian, Ethiopian, Malayan, and Mongolian. 
He later found skulls that fit into this typology, describing their anatomical differ-
ences and depicting them using his ‘norma verticalis’ method – a view of the skull 
from above. 

1	 The classification ‘Coloured’ in the South African context refers to a heterogeneous grouping of 
peoples conceived of as a ‘race’ through colonialism and Apartheid that put people of apparently 
mixed heritage and some people from supposedly ‘non-mixed’ backgrounds like indigenous Afri-
can groups and enslaved people from the East Indies under one classification. By late colonialism 
and during legalised Apartheid this classification was defined as separate from Blacks, Whites, and 
Indians (Msimang & Moll, 2025; Msimang 2021; Ellison and de Wet, 2020).
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The origin of humans, according to Blumenbach and many of his contempo-
raries, lay in the Caucasus (Eigen, 2005). The skull of a Georgian woman became 
the representative of the ‘Caucasian White race’ (Painter, 2010). The skulls from 
Europe derived primarily from individuals subjected to coercive exploitation, such 
as prisoners of war or those who died in hospitals. The way of describing, classifying 
and systematising skulls differed based on their origin.

Among the skulls in Blumenbach’s typology, the one classified as Caucasian 
received the most positive attributions in Blumenbach’s descriptions. Subjective 
aesthetic evaluations played a prominent role in his framework, heavily influenced 
by Eurocentric ideals of alleged symmetry and beauty derived from classical Greek 
standards. Blumenbach thus subjected these skulls to Western aesthetic hierarchies 
and racialised interpretations, reflecting the colonial and Enlightenment biases of 
his time. The illustration and description of these skulls and their dissemination 
through Blumenbach’s publications served to popularise such scientific practic-
es and images. Blumenbach’s classification – represented by five skulls – became 
very influential, adopted by almost every subsequent anthropologist for a centu-
ry. Blumenbach’s typology of five skulls became the face of hierarchically ordered 
continental ‘races’. Blumenbach was motivated by rising arguments for a single 
origin of human species (monogenism) and propagated a view of equal intellectual 
abilities across his racial categories (Lauer 2014). Notwithstanding these apparently 
humanist motivations, his racial classification laid a foundation for much of later 
discriminatory racist views and ideologies. Blumenbach’s collection is stored at the 
University of Göttingen (Germany).

Morton’s skull collection was also privately owned, but it was stored on the 
premises of the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia, and is now part of 
the University of Pennsylvania (United States). Shortly after Morton’s death, the 
collection was purchased from Morton’s widow by the Academy of Natural Scienc-
es, where it was visible to the public during visiting hours twice a week, allowing 
interested individuals to view skulls from around the world. The display of skulls 
belonging to Indigenous individuals, enslaved people, or those removed from their 
burial sites underscores the ethical disparities in their treatment compared to those 
originating from cemeteries in Philadelphia. European skulls, or those of individuals 
with European descent, were also present in the collection; they were predomi-
nated by remains from local cemeteries, bodies of criminals, prisoners of war, or 
marginalised groups, reflecting a hierarchy of whose remains could be made into 
objects. Morton expanded upon Blumenbach’s methods, incorporating measuring 
practices inspired by anatomists such as Friedrich Tiedemann and Samuel Thomas 
von Soemmerring (Wolff Mitchell 2024). He introduced a systematic approach to 
measuring skulls based on various morphological criteria. Besides promoting the 
idea of different human origins (polygenism), he primarily focused on measuring cra-
nial capacity, which he used as the basis for constructing a hierarchical intellectual 
classification of human groups (Wilckens, 2022a). This required larger sample sizes, 
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which Morton adjusted according to his racial presuppositions (Gould, 1996; Wolff 
Mitchell, 2018). However, Morton did not address the moral implications of how 
the skulls were obtained or used. A notable feature of Morton’s work (1839) was the 
inclusion of detailed lithographs drawn by John Collins, which visually documented 
the skulls and added to the collection’s scientific and aesthetic appeal. These images 
both exoticised these remains and relegated the individual to a subordinate position 
behind their supposed racialised characteristics.

Broca did not maintain a private collection of skulls. Instead, he made the skulls 
available to the Museum of the Anthropological Society in Paris. This collection 
was compiled through the contributions of researchers who acquired skulls from 
around the world. The emphasis shifted towards assembling entire series of skulls 
from specific excavation sites or countries, rather than focusing on individual exem-
plars (Dias, 2012). The individuality of the skulls was thus entirely removed from 
scientific consideration, and aesthetic attributions were no longer relevant. Instead, 
the skulls were quantified and reduced to numerical data, devoid of personal or 
cultural context. Ethical considerations were confined exclusively to the scientific 
methodologies employed, with little attention paid to the origins or treatment of 
the ‘specimens’. Broca meticulously measured each skull, developing innovative 
instruments and methods for his analyses (Blanckaert, 1991). One notable tech-
nique he adopted from Morton involved filling the cranial cavity with lead shot 
and measuring its volume using a calibrated cylinder. His primary interest lay in 
investigating the relationship between skull volume, form, and intellectual abilities. 
When empirical results did not align with his hypotheses, he adjusted the compari-
son criteria to suit his theoretical expectations (Wilckens, 2025). Ultimately, Broca 
concentrated on anterior brain volume as a key marker of intelligence, asserting 
that Parisians exhibited the highest capacity in this area. These data were used to 
construct racialised classifications, incorporating mental and intellectual attributes 
into hierarchical frameworks.

In a period when evolutionary concepts were proliferating, Broca’s work in-
troduced a temporal dimension to anthropological research – without accepting 
Darwin’s evolutionary theses – characterising non-European populations as ‘back-
ward’ in their brain development. As the head of the Anthropological Society and a 
renowned surgeon whose influence extended beyond Paris, Broca’s scientific theses 
held significant authority, despite his later disproven conviction of polygenesis. This 
collection is now part of the Musée de l’Homme, Paris.

Originally, Ecker’s collection was used for anatomical and anthropological re-
search and teaching, with a particular focus on embryonic and skull development, 
human physiology and pathology. As with Broca’s case, the purpose of this collection 
was less about a broad and general categorisation of the world along racial lines and 
more about regional differences and the meticulous osteological differences between 
the various ‘races’. Later, Fischer focused primarily on human groups in German 
colonies, such as South West Africa, contributing to the development of racial sci-
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ence, which later directly influenced National Socialist ideology. He reorganised and 
reassigned the collection according to his preferred racial categories. After Fischer’s 
departure, the collection ceased to be used in research. Many skulls originate from 
Indigenous communities in Australia, North America, and the former German 
South West Africa, as well as from the German-speaking region of Europe, showing 
the diverse compilation and use over time. Presently, Ecker’s collection is stored at 
the University of Freiburg (Germany).

The institutional collection of human remains in South Africa emerges from a 
colonial interest in understanding comparative anatomy through the lens of ‘race’ 
and hominid evolution (Kuljian, 2025; Morris, 2022). The development of col-
lections in South Africa is intimately connected to the emergence of a biological 
concept of ‘race’ and theorists’ attempts to delineate the supposed biological ‘races’ 
of Southern Africa. One of the motivating hypotheses for collectors of the early 20th 
century was Darwin’s hypothesis that the ‘missing link’ between apes and humans 
would be found among the supposedly primitive ‘races’ of people in Africa, which, 
among others, were thought to be the San in South Africa (Kuljian, 2016). It is 
in this way that collecting human remains in South Africa has been central to the 
project of race science. Collecting human remains and the study of comparative 
anatomy in South Africa carries with it a deeply racialised legacy. 

Collections with this legacy in South Africa, insofar as parts of them are still in 
use, continue to serve as resources for the institutions that hold them. The Dart 
Collection, for instance, allows researchers to apply for access to its materials and 
is still used as an educational resource at the University of Witwatersrand in Johan-
nesburg (University of the Witwatersrand, 2025). The Kirsten Collection was open 
to researchers who applied for its use, and it was used in education about human 
biology through The Division of Clinical Anatomy at Stellenbosch University until 
a moratorium was placed on the use of its remains. Now renamed the Stellenbosch 
Bone Repository, only the remains of those who self-consented are available for 
research (Baliso et al., 2025, 3). 

The value of these collections and others like them in South Africa comes from 
a range of uses in universities, museums, law enforcement, and other stakeholders. 
These collections are variously used in forensic casework to assist with victim or 
suspect identification, in research by local and international scholars, and for med-
ical education (Baliso et al., 2025). It is on these grounds that these collections are 
argued to provide social benefits even to the communities from which these remains 
were often unethically acquired. Despite the utility drawn from these collections, 
many of the ethical and scientific challenges that emerged with their initial incep-
tion and use in racial science remain. 

For all the collections mentioned in this chapter, their continued presence within 
institutions has been a cause of ongoing critical attention; in some cases, efforts are 
being made toward restitution of remains to descendant communities or countries 
of origin. 
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Conclusion
The ethical deliberations, legal regulations, and ethical concerns related to human 
remains, both in the process of collecting and in scientific research, have been highly 
variable across different times and contexts. Overwhelmingly, these remains were 
acquired and utilised without consent. Among many of the comparatively few cases 
for which relevant documentation exists, it is clear that collectors were aware of the 
ethical problems of their practices but usually disregarded such issues. Through the 
descriptions, measurements, and illustrations made of them, these remains have 
exerted a persistent, pervasive influence in constructing notions of human hierarchy 
and racial difference. It is important to stress that we neither want to exonerate 
nor to offer a simplistic explanation of the actions of those who collected human 
remains. Understanding the historical processes of assembling and utilising these 
collections reveals the multilayer structures, global dynamics, and intentions of the 
actors involved, as well as the complex relationship between legal dimensions and 
often questionable actions. Contemporary ethical and legal approaches to the use 
of human remains for medical research and education focus on ‘informed consent’ 
from the decedent or their next of kin. 

In recent years, ethical contestation surrounding these collections of human 
remains has become increasingly prominent (e.g. Rassool, 2015, Caffell and Jakob, 
2020, Winkelmann, 2020, Cornwall et al., 2024, Robbins Schugg et al., 2025). 
The provenance of some remains within all of the mentioned collections is now 
being investigated, and some skulls have already been returned to countries or com-
munities of origin. Many countries, institutions, and professional and disciplinary 
organisations, including some of those mentioned above, have written guidelines 
regulating the handling of remains in such collections or on matters of restitution. 
These contemporary developments are described in more detail in the first chapter 
of this book. 
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