
                                      Alas,  poor Yorick.......

Recently (October 2014) a formal and moving burial service took place in a World War 1 
cemetery in northern France. The remains of fifteen soldiers of the Yorks and Lancs 
Regiment killed and missing in action in October 1914 had recently been discovered and 
identified by their DNA. In the presence of their descendants they were at last laid to rest. 
No one alive today could have known these young men when they too were alive, but 
thanks to the fragile threads of family memories they had not yet  been forgotten and this 
official internment recognised both the sacrifice they had made and brought some kind of 
closure for their kith and kin.

Many thousands of British soldiers killed in France have, in the official language, “no 
known grave.” It is likely, therefore, that in the next 100 years many more of their remains 
will be uncovered by chance, requiring reburial in one of the many military cemeteries. 

This raises a very pertinent question relevant as much to the archaeologist as to the War 
Graves Commission. Will there come a cut-off point in this time-line where it will be right 
and acceptable to distance ourselves from these remains and no longer feel obliged to see  
them as “belonging to us”.  or make some kind of official recognition of the nature of their 
deaths?  It is unlikely, for example, that the body of a soldier recovered, say, from the 
battlefield at Waterloo or from an Anglo-Saxon cemetery would be given the  kind of 
recognition that we witness in the picture above. On the other hand such a discovery 
would now be of great interest to that  branch of archaeology which can deduce much 
interesting information from such human remains. Indeed, such remains are often on view 
to the public in our museums. In acting in this way are we showing a kind of disrespect to 
the long dead, unable to see them as humans who once trod the earth like us? Will there 
come time when the bones of a World War 1 soldier might be exhibited in this way and if 
so, when, and who decides?

When the “Mary Rose” was recovered from the preserving mud of the Solent it contained 
the mortal remains of some 179 individual Tudor sailors drowned when the ship went 
down. Some of these now stare out at us from glass cases in the museum, along with 



much detail about their physical state of health and the injuries or diseases they had 
suffered. But the museum, sensitive perhaps to the 
potential criticism that they might have dehumanised these 
men by turning them into a kind of freak show, gave one of 
the skeletons an official burial in Portsmouth Cathedral, the 
grave of the unknown Tudor sailor, so to speak.  Some  of 
the other skulls recovered have been given facial 
reconstructions, enabling us to more readily identify with 
them as sentient human beings. But the archaeologist, 
uncovering a skull, be it from the 20th or 1st century, should 
always identify with the words of Hamlet when presented 

with the skull of Yorick. Our humanity demands it.

                                      ..........I knew him, Horatio: a fellow
              of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy: he hath
              borne me on his back a thousand times.”
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