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NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM

‘I wasn’t really a people person and 
the dead ones don’t talk back!’

Visitors to the absorbing and extensive Natural History  
Museum might be surprised that the exhibits are just one  
element of a vast operation. The museum employs around 850 
people, of which 300 are scientists working behind the scenes. 
Dr Heather Bonney, the principal curator of human remains 
and anthropology is one of them. Born in Wokingham, 
Berkshire, she used to come into London to visit the museum 
as a child.

She decided while still young to be a forensic pathologist. 
“I wanted to do medicine and be a doctor but I wasn’t really a 
people person, and the dead ones don’t talk back!” In actual fact, 
it is hard to find anyone more personable than Heather, who 
displays a cheerful personality in spite of, or perhaps because 
of, spending a lot of her time around skulls and skeletons.

In the last year of her degree in forensic science, she was 
involved in the excavation of Anglo Saxon burial sites that 
had been discovered in the basement of a house in Lincoln, 
containing about 80 individuals’ skeletal remains. “Just 
from looking at the bones we could tell how old they were,  
whether they were male or female, how tall they were, 
sometimes what their ancestry was, and what diseases they 
might have had, such as osteoarthritis, some cancers and 
tuberculosis.”

She went on to do a master’s degree at Sheffield in human 
osteology and funerary archaeology (the archaeology of burials 
and the social aspects of how people were buried and why), then 
returned to Lincoln to do a PhD in forensic anthropology. In 
2008 she joined the Natural History Museum, where many of 
the staff are, like her, long servers. “There is continuity. It’s not 

just a public-facing museum, it’s also a scientific institution 
with a lot of research going on into subjects like climate 
change, parasitic disease and human evolution.”

Heather is responsible for the collections in the 
anthropology section, which encompass not just the remains 
of 25,000 humans but numerous artefacts and fossil primates 
such as lemurs. The number of human remains on view to 
the public is deliberately limited. “We only display remains 
in the human evolution gallery if they are demonstrating 
a fundamental scientific point that can’t be demonstrated 
with replicas. 

It is important for people to see real remains in galleries, 
rather than casts all the time, so we do have a human skeleton 
in the human evolution gallery to compare with other fossils 
and other primates. The vast majority, though, are used for 
research, which can be forensic, medical or archaeological, 
looking at past populations, human health and disease.”

The museum’s collection of human remains found in 
London includes 740 individuals who lived in the city over 
the past 5,000 years. They were mostly uncovered during big 
construction projects, such as under the MI5 headquarters,  
Waterloo station and the Lloyd’s insurance building. 

About 130 peoples’ remains came from the River 
Thames. “They are an enigma,” says Heather. “When you 
excavate a burial from under a building you have clues such 
as associated artefacts and dating clues from the soil, but the 
remains in the Thames have no context. The interesting thing 
is that they were largely skulls and there is a debate whether 
they were deposited there deliberately or washed there from 
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cemeteries through tributaries. The latter is possible because 
skulls would roll but the rest of the body would not.” The skulls 
come from different periods, from prehistoric through Roman 
to post-mediaeval. 

Dr Bonney observes about her feelings when working with 
human remains: “It’s not purely scientific You can get quite 
attached to individuals that you are working on over a long 
period. It’s not eerie or weird, but you can feel sad about things 
that have happened to people when you work out their story. 
You can feel awestruck and you can definitely feel a connection 
to them.”

As well as working at one, Heather also enjoys visiting 
museums. “One of the great changes since I’ve lived in London 
is the number of evening events and talks when the galleries 
are closed, where you can enjoy experiences and interact more 
with ideas. To engage the public with science is a great thing.” 
There can be no doubt that the Natural History Museum and 
Dr Heather Bonney are themselves doing that in fine fashion.
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