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A 12,000-year story – revealing the history of settlers in Britain
from the end of the Ice Age to the present day
Settlers: Genetics, Geography and the Peopling of Britain
9 February – 16 September 2018
From the arrival of the earliest modern humans over 40,000 years ago to the population of the
present day, the story of the people of Britain is one of ongoing movement, migration and
settlement. A new exhibition at Oxford University Museum of Natural History asks where we came
from, and presents surprising answers through archaeological evidence, genetic analysis, and
interactive data.
Opening with a showcase of remains from the oldest known
ceremonial burial in Western Europe, the 33,000-year-old ‘Red
Lady’ of Paviland (actually a man), the Settlers exhibition charts
the patterns of migration that have shaped Britain since the
islands became continuously inhabited at the end of the last Ice
Age, around 12,000 years ago.
“The movement of people across international borders is the
subject of much social and political debate across the world, and
in Britain and Europe in particular,” says Professor Paul Smith,
director of the Museum of Natural History.
“By taking a long view, and using evidence from the disciplines of
genetics, archaeology and geography, our Settlers exhibition
presents a unique view of the role of migration in the story of the
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people of Britain since the end of the last Ice Age. Through this
interdisciplinary approach we learn more about a complex subject than if we adopted one point of
view alone.”

A striking picture of British genetic ancestry is presented through the University of Oxford’s People of
the British Isles study, which peers back in time to reveal how genetic clusters of people in different
areas of Britain share genetic connections to people in areas of continental Europe.
This revealing genetic map of Britain shows that:


The people of Orkney are genetically more different from those in the rest of the UK than
any other group. The islands were ruled by the Norwegian peoples from 875 to 1472, and
people from Orkney share 25 per cent of the variable patterns in their DNA with modern
Norwegians.



The Anglo-Saxon colonisation of AD450-500
created a merged genetic identity over most
of southern, central and eastern England, as
the new settlers had children with the
established population of Britons.



Small genetically distinct groups which were
probably established in pre-Roman times are
present around the western and northern
edge of Britain where the Celtic language
survived longest or is still spoken. Yet a single
Celtic genetic identity does not exist. Some of
these groups are as different from each other
genetically-speaking as the people of Scotland
are from the people of south-east England.

The People of the British Isles genetic map of Britain

Archaeological material shows the geographical and cultural impact of Roman, Viking, and AngloSaxon presence in Britain, while more recent demographic data show us the changing patterns of
migration over the past 200 years, as the movements of people are affected by world events and
shifting conditions in the UK.
Within Britain, journeys painstakingly recorded from family historian records show the extent to
which the Industrial Revolution drew people to the growing major cities during the 18th and 19th
centuries. By the 20th century this pattern had started to reverse, as people moved away from large
urban centres.
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In the 21st century, ongoing movements into, out of, and within Britain continue to affect the
population. The percentages of people living in Britain but born outside have increased, and so have
the numbers of people born in Britain but who live overseas. In November 2017, the latest UK
migration statistics showed a significant shift in net international migration, with immigration down
and emigration rising – the first signs of the impact of Brexit Britain?
“In Britain, we only really know how many people have come and gone, migrated in or moved out,
when the ten-yearly Census results are released. It will not be until a couple of years after the 2021
Census that we next reliably know in detail how many people have arrived to stay and how many
have left,” says Danny Dorling, Halford Mackinder Professor of Geography, at the University of
Oxford.
Settlers encourages visitors to add their own family’s story of movement through the ‘Where are you
from?’ online and in-gallery interactive, and a partnership with the Museum of Oxford brings oral
history recordings from its Journeys to Oxford exhibition to the Settlers story.
Featuring specimens from the Museum of Natural History collections, digital interactive displays, and
drawing on research from the University of Oxford’s Medical Sciences Division and Social Sciences
Division, Settlers is the latest in the museum’s Contemporary Science and Society exhibition series.
“Through displays and events, our Contemporary Science and Society series draws together research
from the University of Oxford and material from the museum’s collections to explore natural
environment topics that impact on society today,” adds Professor Paul Smith.
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Notes to editors
About the Museum of Natural History

Founded in 1860 as the centre for scientific study at the University of Oxford, the Museum of Natural
History now holds the University’s internationally significant collections of entomological, geological and
zoological specimens. Housed in a stunning Pre-Raphaelite-inspired example of neo-Gothic architecture, the
Museum’s growing collections underpin a broad programme of natural environment research, teaching and
public engagement.
In 2015, the Museum was a Finalist in the Art Fund Prize for Museum of the Year. In 2016, it won the top
accolade, Best of the Best, in the Museums + Heritage Awards.
www.oum.ox.ac.uk
www.morethanadodo.com

