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To all those spending an eternity in museum storage.




Dear, dear jackass! Don’t you understand that the past is the present; that without what was, nothing is?

W E B Du Bois, The World and Africa (1947)
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PROLOGUE

It all began in the pub – the Prince George or “the George” as it’s called locally, nestled in the dense network of narrow, leafy backstreets connecting the Dalston and London Fields neighbourhoods of East London. It was the summer of 2015, and I was attending a friend’s birthday drinks. Aside from the guest of honour, a curator I was working with at the time, I didn’t know anyone present, and the acoustics were such that I couldn’t hear a thing. The table of strangers I’d just been introduced to were miming an apparently exhilarating story. I was at a loss, smiling along responsively, all the while trying to puncture the bar-room cacophony of slurred voices, uproarious laughter, the clinking of glasses and the tabling of drinks. I couldn’t catch a word to save my life.

I had to know what could possibly have everyone gathered around the table so absorbed in laughter, hanging on to each note of the unfurling yarn. I gave up my poor attempts to read lips and asked my friend what they were on about. She smiled, “We all went to uni together, and while we were studying together, we all worked at the British Museum. They’re telling ghost stories.”

I thought that was curious. I wanted to make sure that I understood properly; maybe my ears hadn’t yet found their proper footing. “You mean, like, the museum itself is haunted?” She looked me square in the eye and nodded. I didn’t interject. I didn’t want to trouble those seated at the table by asking them to run the stories back, they seemed to be having such a good time. No longer bothered by the pub noise, I resolved that soon I would learn these stories.

At this point, I’d already lived in London for a decade, and had still never set foot in the British Museum. Early on, in my naivete as a newcomer, I was under the mistaken impression that the British Museum was full of solely British things. Later I learned different but, whatever its contents, like most sensible people I tended to avoid situations where I’d come up against hordes of tourists. I worked in a museum for six years in Washington DC, and later on here and there as an exhibiting artist, but I never much liked museums. They smell faintly of death, and Lord knows there’s enough of that in this world as it is, so for a number of negligible reasons, I hadn’t yet got around to going.

My hunch then was that there must be a finite number – maybe a half-dozen or so ghost stories that everyone at the British Museum knows, that are often told, and that it’d be a relatively straightforward task to document them. At this time, my art practice was rooted in the study of oral tradition – song, storytelling and much more. I had hundreds of ethnographic field recordings on LP, and was beginning to get my feet wet in sound archives. I also began to develop a fascination with the form of the interview – I paid attention to the way the interviewer carried their ignorance, the fertile silences, what the subject concealed when they decided to reveal information and vice versa. I figured there might even be a few interesting mutations that occurred in the retelling of these ghost stories. I started asking around, to see who I knew with contacts at the museum.

At this point, I should probably rewind a little, and tell you about where I’m from and how my early years prepared me for collecting ghost stories at the British Museum.

I was born in North Carolina, a land of many ghosts, where the telling of ghost stories serves as a way of mapping the pain that is lodged in the land, and of paying tribute to those who have gone on, and yet are still with us.

Roanoke Island, located in the northeast of what is now called North Carolina, was the first place in North America to be colonised by the British, in 1584. This Lost Colony was a disaster by any metric. Everyone vanished, whether from starvation, assimilation, conflict or some combination thereof – no one knows why.

The word “Carolina” was derived from Carolus, Latin for Charles, in honour of King Charles I (1625–49), but back then the British considered all of the land that wasn’t claimed by the French or the Spanish to be a part of one undifferentiated territory known as Virginia, named somewhat perversely for the “Virgin Queen”, Elizabeth I (1558–1603). Colonial thinking frequently eroticises unconquered land by comparing it to a woman’s body, just waiting to be overtaken and mined mercilessly for whatever value she holds. Needless to say, the many bands of Indigenous people who had already long inhabited this land did not recognise Virginia. They had little reason to concern themselves with these strange, faraway English monarchs, or their lack of experience in matters of love.

The United States of America as it was first formulated was a British colonial project – with the British imposition of 13 slave-holding states, the plantation became the backbone of the country’s nascent infrastructure. The plantation system was upheld through extraordinary violence – torture, sexual abuse and killings materialised with dizzying frequency and in ever more jarringly sadistic forms. All the while the planters played bossman, dressed up, drank and counted money.

Hans Sloane, whose collections formed the nucleus of the British Museum, was a planter too. His fortune was derived in large part from sugar plantations in Jamaica. I never lost sight of this fact as I walked through the British Museum. A planter isn’t what the word suggests – they didn’t plant a damn thing, but when harvest time came they were the only ones who saw a profit. Sloane’s manic 18th-century accumulation would not have been possible without enslaved labour, without extracting the knowledge of the enslaved, or without the brutal destruction and reconfiguration of ecosystems that had sustained humanity for eons.

Beyond the plantation’s borders, regimes of policing and other extra-legal forms of vigilante and mob violence were forged in accordance with planters’ interests, ensuring that even Black people who had been born free or who had bought their freedom could be pulled back to the plantation, in a strong undertow refusing even a single step forward. In antebellum times, poor whites were commonly arrested for occupying public space on charges of vagrancy, loitering and public drunkenness. The planters feared that an alliance of the poor – poor whites, Native people and enslaved or free Black people – would topple the system that their wealth was premised upon.

My mother’s side of the family were poor Irish who probably came over during the Great Famine of the 19th century – my late grandfather’s grandparents were sharecroppers in East Carolina, and that’s about as far back as anyone has any recollection of. My father’s side were Quakers from up north; they left England, where they were considered blasphemers and a threat to the political order, so that they could attend their meeting houses in peace. The Quakers were against the institution of slavery, and very often functionally tied in to abolitionist networks. I must have been around five years old when I became aware that, although my skin isn’t dark, neither were we counted among the descendants of planters who frequented the country clubs and debutante’s balls. Before I was able to add or subtract, I understood that catastrophe structured the only world I knew. I’ve been trying to work out what happened ever since.

As an adult, after years of living in London and getting a better grasp of British culture and politics, I sometimes found it instructive to understand and to frame North Carolina as a former colony, still reeling from the violence of the colonial era and its surviving institutions and actors. For instance, when we see police kill innocent, unarmed people in the United States today, especially Black people, we’re reminded of the patterrollers, the armed slave patrols who were the prototype for policing in America, whose obligation was foremost to uphold the plantation system and to defend private property over human life. These extra-judicial killings can in many ways be seen as a legacy of the British-implemented plantation system. When I say that the plantation system is the backbone of the country’s infrastructure, I mean not only economically and legally, but – and this is crucial – psychically too. Even after the economy shifted from chattel slavery, the plantation was internalised and unyielding, not only in the collective memory of the people of North Carolina, and in their knowledge of the land, but in the nation’s psyche.

Moses Grandy, who was born enslaved in 1786 in Camden, North Carolina, and became a noted abolitionist, describes how when his mother became too old, “worn out” and blind to work the fields, she was put out in the woods of the Great Dismal Swamp to fend for herself. He’d bring her food after dark, hearing her cries and those of other ailing, arthritic and forsaken elders mingling with the ambient sounds of the forest. Many who sought to escape slavery would spend years living in these same woods as maroons, birthing children, straining tadpoles from puddles for drinking water, and scavenging in muted secrecy, under the unending threat of a return to the plantation, where punishment could exceed death and leave the babies in bondage.

Such trauma doesn’t wash away with the first rain. In the sediment of the forest floor, amid the disintegrated shade trees and dead leaves that not so long ago camouflaged makeshift caves, embers of past anguish are still aglow. From my earliest memories, I recall a sense of deep unease in this land, a gnawing feeling that was hard to reconcile with North Carolina’s bountiful, florid natural beauty.

In 2016, I was in Eastern Carolina, riding a bike on Oak Island at night. On nights when there was a late low tide, I’d go down around midnight to the freshly firmed sand, where the waves had just receded back into the Atlantic, and there I’d glide along in the darkness, at the edge of the world as the island slept. On my way home, I rode past a long stretch of woods. There I was hit with a vivid impression, and realised that I’d had this same impression for years, whenever I had been to Oak Island, and had repeatedly put it out of my head. It was a vision of someone running out of the woods, swinging an axe with both hands, with all of their body weight arced behind it, looking to split my head open. Now, this isn’t something I’ve thought of anywhere else. I asked myself if it was some sort of fantasy I’d adopted – having my head split open is not the sort of thing I fantasise about – or whether there was some sort of reality behind this vision. I focused on this image as I would in meditation, hoping to detect if there was any substance to it. I tried to key into it, and the longer I tried the worse I felt, so I left it alone, accelerating as I pedalled on.

Days after leaving Oak Island, I told my mother about the axe-wielding man I saw coming out of the woods, and how it left me feeling disturbed. She told me that the Swains, a still-resident family who like to remind folks that they once owned half of the island, used to run turpentine encampments using enslaved labourers, and that they’d lost it all – their fortune, their operations – after the Civil War ended.

Turpentine is made from distilling the resin of live longleaf pines, hacking a “V”-shape into them with an axe and bleeding the sap, which is then collected and distilled off-site by naval workers. This immediately situated the image of the axe – in these sprawling turpentine encampments axes swung and split non-stop, splinters flying by the light of the sun, and by the moth-shadowed oil lamp and the moon. When conflict arose, the axe was at arm’s reach, if it wasn’t already in motion.

So, perhaps I had experienced energetic flashes of an axeman from the distant past. Up until Oak Island was established as a township in 1826, it was known as a wildlife refuge, which likely meant untrammelled exploitation and no one to hear the shooting. The “axeman” could have been a foreman gone mad, killing a worker to make an example out of them or to keep from paying them, or it could have been a turpentine labourer in revolt. My feeling was more the former, but one can’t be too sure. The island only got paved roads about 50 years ago and nowadays lots of building is taking place, so it made sense to me that the old energies were perhaps being roused. All I knew for sure was that I had definitely seen and felt something, and it wasn’t the first or last time I’d pedal into a silent war on Oak Island.

When I was a child, it wasn’t unusual to find Native American arrowheads and rifle balls from the Civil War while playing in the dirt. My still-forming fingers gleaned soil from off the rifle balls, disclosing them as misshapen metallic blobs, their shape signifying that they’d passed through something – that is, most likely killed someone. Over a half a million people passed on in the American Civil War. Ole Virginny would not again be confused with virgin land. Even once the blood seeped way down deep in the Earth’s soil, defying retinal visibility, she was irrevocably stained. By the onset of the Civil War, the British Crown had long since been run out of the States, and in trademark fashion had washed its hands of it all.

As I got older, I was less compelled by archaeological evidence and increasingly grounded in the study of oral tradition which informed my work as an artist. North Carolina is home to vast bodies of vernacular song and speech that still circulate as living traditions. Field hollers, tobacco auctioneering chants, Jack tales from England, Br’er Rabbit tales from Africa, spirituals and ballads, and an endless, hyper-local body of ghost stories. Not only are the calamities of the colonial and antebellum periods and their aftermath reflected in our stories, but the oral cultures and theologies of the Irish, African, Native American, Scottish, English, German, Swedish and many others all coalesce in ghost lore. The haints are never far off. “Haint” is the vernacular word for ghost used widely in the Southern United States, effectively meaning “one who haunts”.

North Carolina’s ghost stories are populated with warring, wandering and undisturbed Native people, lost and starved colonialists, pirates who shot it out with the law or were hanged, African-Americans who died enslaved, on the run or separated from family at the auction block, roustabouts, moonshiners, blockaders, highway robbers and those who died of a broken heart waiting for soldiers, sailors and seasonal labourers who never returned. It goes on and on. They’ve all been idling for centuries, reliving exit-less catastrophes, pulling passers-by back into former times, trying to get them to remember, to bear witness to what the ghost can’t seem to forget, hoping that the witness, in perceiving their plight, will be able to offer a way home.

Haints are known to grandmothers and country schoolteachers, those given to sensing spirits and those with sense enough to know that time operates differently on the other side; it may seem late in the day here, among the hurried world of the living, but there’s no expiry date for atonement. Ghosts call us back to the overlooked, to the unspoken, to unmet pleas, reminding us that we cannot simply choose to forget, that if the past isn’t done with us, it will call.

That I was born into a world shaped by British colonialism and the long shadow of its plantation system wasn’t really on my mind when I first set foot in the British Museum. The way I remember it is that I fell down a hole. I met with overnight and daytime Security staff, Visitor Services, collections managers, Storage assistants, museum assistants, administrators, curators, maintenance workers, cloakroom and post-room attendants and auxiliary workers of all kinds – surveyors, tour guides and all manner of independent researchers. We met in quiet corners of the museum, in their homes, Back-of-House offices and in the pub.

Once I got home, I’d plug in the headphones and start transcribing the recordings. More memorable than the stories, their phrasings or pace, was the feeling, lightly fossilised in the museum workers’ tone of voice, when everything goes sideways and they are no longer sure what’s going on. It’s the sound of the floor giving way beneath their feet, and the gravity of knowing suspended. These voices took up residence in my body. Every syllable stored away, kneading its meaning in the recesses of my mind.

Once I fell down that hole, as if handling a thorned object in a dark closet, I saw how the museum and my home state were intimately connected. I understood the museum and the plantation as twin pillars of colonial infrastructure. When colonial plantations, mines and labour camps were established, the people who were forced to work in them were in turn forcibly separated from their communal ways of being; their material culture was crated up and shipped off to museums abroad, where it was stored and presented as having been saved from extinction.

And, gradually, I came to understand that museums breed ghosts.

It’s an open secret among museum workers that colonial and ethnological museums are prone to hauntings. It is also a matter of consensus across cultures that hauntings arise from untended trauma, festering in its irresolution, and made worse by on-going injustice in the world of the living. Perhaps simply to put material heritage in a museum is to make a ghost of it. After all, the creation of a collection often involves the violent or underhanded extraction of artefacts from their original settings, and their indefinite exile as a mere object in the cell-like setting of the museum display.

Just as folklore abounds with hauntings by orphans, widows, prisoners, those separated from loved ones or those unable to return home, similar themes are found in the internal folklore of museum employees, among the orphaned objects that are amassed in their workplace. As I collected stories and first-hand accounts, I started to see that by attempting to force a split between an object – a piece of material heritage – and its rightful place in the world; by doing the utmost to sever the spiritual underpinnings of these collections from their longstanding keepers; and by reducing a presence with utility in this world, with people who depend on it, to “art”, to a mere catalogued item, museums breed ghosts.

This book is a distillation of what I have learned and experienced over the past seven years of interviewing current and former employees of the British Museum. Some of these staff, who may or may not share my interpretation of the events that they experienced, have requested anonymity and, in a few cases, details have been altered to obscure those who appear within these pages. While I was writing the book, the institution became entangled in its own set of very worldly problems – suspected thefts, sackings, recriminations and resignations abounded. None of this is unconnected – this upheaval, like the staff’s experiences of spirits, speaks to something dangerously out of balance in the heart of Bloomsbury. In light of all that has transpired, it’s easy to understand why some people felt the need to withhold their identity.

I will take you on a walk through the British Museum: together we’ll survey a side of it that you haven’t been shown before – its psychic underbelly. The chapters are organised according to spaces in the museum: gallery by gallery, through the Back-of-House and into the consuming depths of Storage.

If you’re the praying type, now is the time to do so. I advise you all to enter the building respectfully, to practise at least as much discretion as you would upon entering a graveyard. Over the years, some visitors have come to mock the idea that spirits are present in the galleries, and have left with injuries. We’ve come to gather stories, not to trouble errant spirits, so be cool and step lightly.

In the British Museum I found that if you look past the displays and listen to staff, you’ll find that the ghosts proliferate unchecked, each new acquisition potentially adding to the hive of psychic unrest. They stage revolts against keepers and warders, and stew in quiet corners and cellars, their exile-induced heartache building and breaking in the maddeningly idle tides of museological time. Many of the stories in these pages indicate that the ghosts simply want people to know that they are there, and so I try to trumpet their cries.
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