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Methodology 
The Archaeology and Egyptology collections of 
The Manchester Museum, displayed in the 
Ancient Worlds Galleries (opened in October 
2012) are the main case study. The data have 
been collected through archival research, 
unobtrusive and participant observation, 
cognitive maps, and interviews involving both 
visitors and curators. 
Theories of everyday life, notions of perception 
and of authenticity inform the theoretical 
framework of this research. 

Background 
Visualisation tools are used by museum 
professionals to investigate the collections, and 
display them, mediating archaeology to the 
public. Different modes of visualising 
archaeological collections contribute to create 
different museum narratives, and curators rely 
on this in catering for the needs of diverse 
audiences and including more information and 
accounts into the museum. However, museum 
visitors interact with these visualisations and 
make meaning of museum narratives according 
to their own frameworks. 
Aims 
This poster draws on the example of human 
remains, a contested topic both in archaeology 
and museum studies, to discuss the role of visual 
tools in curatorial practices and visitors’ 
interpretations. 
It investigates how different visualisations can 
support the research on human remains; 
enhance their public understanding; and how 
visual tools inscribe themselves in the debate on 
the ethics of human remains. 

References: Benjamin W, Illuminations, London 1999.  

Mummies - According to the Guidance document by the DCMS (2005), human remains should be displayed 
respectfully, with sufficient information, and visitors should have the possibility to avoid seeing them. In the 
Ancient Worlds Galleries, there are three mummies on display, including Asru, an unwrapped mummy (displayed in 
the Egypt gallery, at a lower height and in a darker case). The Manchester Museum aims to display fewer mummies 
than before, while communicating more information about them through the app, AV screens, and blogs. Visitors 
appreciate the mummies, comment on their age and conservation, and understand their educational value. Only 
fewer visitors were not comfortable with them. 

Facial Reconstructions - Facial reconstructions were pioneered in the museum between the late 1970s and the early 
1990s: now few of them are on display, in a section on archaeological techniques and processes. They are not 
displayed close to their actual referent (though there are skeletal remains nearby), therefore contributing to 
emphasise the gap between the actual remains and the modern reconstruction. Visitors’ observe with surprise and 
interest the techniques that have made these reconstructions possible, and comment on the appearances of these 
reconstructed faces, often relating them to modern fashion or stereotypes. They don’t relate the reconstructions to 
the actual human remains. In Benjamin’s words, these facial reconstructions appear to be authentic works of art, 
with their own aura.  

CT scan images - The first CT scans of the Manchester’s mummies had been carried out in 1969, while in 1973 the 
Manchester Egyptian Mummy Research Project was established. CT scans are now being carried out on more 
mummies, and they allow researchers seeing what’s underneath the bandages without damaging the mummy itself. 
In the galleries, there is a video based on CT scan images, and it is used to communicate more information about the 
mummies and show the research being conducted on them. Visitors interpret it in multiple ways: they compare it to 
the Body World exhibition; they discuss the research conducted on mummies; they discuss the functioning of a CT 
scan; or they appreciate the technology behind the visualisations, and the chance to see so many details of the 
mummies. 

Conclusion and further research 
The study and exhibit of human remains is subject to precise ethics guidance. Differently, facial reconstructions and CT scan images are more 
accepted both as a tool to research ancient people and a way to display the outcomes of such researches (though concerns have been raised in 
relation to digital images). However, the relationship between human remains, facial reconstruction, and digital images raises multiple questions. 
Visitors appear to react in different ways in front of a mummy, rather than an ‘analog’ facial reconstruction or a digital image: each of these views 
prompt different reflections on the human body and ancient people.  
The concept of ‘aura’ (Benjamin) prompts the question of when the ethical concerns and the fascination for a mummy stop shadowing its modern 
reproductions, and it illuminates the diverse degree of independence reached by facial reconstructions and digital images. It should also be 
further investigated how the different perceptions of these visualisations interact in shaping the public understanding of the past.  
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