	Olivia Hunt
	
	2403821



Current Affairs: The Elgin Marbles

Dating back to the fifth century B.C., the Elgin Marbles are steeped in controversy after their removal from Athens in the early nineteenth century by Thomas Bruce, Earl of Elgin. The debate centers around who precisely should possess the ancient artifacts – the British Museum, who presently have the marbles, or the city of Athens, where they would go to the Acropolis Museum – and whether Elgin took them legally in the first place. 
[bookmark: _Int_ehdxlvXO]In the case of returning the marbles, they represent an undeniable cultural significance to Athens and make up an integral part of the Greek identity both past and present. Therefore, their place should be returned to their original home. In The Guardian, a left leaning newspaper, writer Stepehen Fry makes the comparison of “the removal of the Parthenon marbles from Greece to Nazi Germany stealing the Arc de Triomphe during the occupation of France[footnoteRef:1]” to showcase their cultural importance to Greece in a way The Guardian’s audience can understand as the Arc de Triomphe remains an iconic feature of France.  On the other hand, some have argued that while the marbles are of importance to Greek culture, they likewise hold a position as significant for the wider culture of all modern civilisation as ancient Athens influenced many elements of the modern world – for example democracy, philosophy and sculptures. [1:  Claire Keenan, ‘Stephen Fry Likens Removing Parthenon Marbles To Nazi Germany Taking The Arc De Triomphe’, The Guardian, (2024) https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/article/2024/jun/17/stephen-fry-parthenon-marbles-british-museum-returned-greece [accessed date: 22nd September 2024]] 

Questions have often been raised about the legality of the marble's initial removal from the acropolis and Greece. Lord Elgin maintained to a House of Commons Select Committee in 1816 that the removal legal because it was authorised by two firmans (a royal decree from an Islamic ruler) from the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, who controlled Greece at the time, to remove the marbles and later to authorise the transportation to Britain[footnoteRef:2]. If Lord Elgin’s argument is truthful then it would mean the marbles were acquired legally and therefore belonged to Lord Elgin and then the British Museum. This argument has recently been supported by classical archaeologist Dr Mario Trabucco della Torretta, who asserts the documents were legitimate in a Daily Express article by referencing “evidence from the Imperial Ottoman Archives which corroborates Elgin’s narrative[footnoteRef:3]”. However, a spokesperson for Turkey, the decending nation of the Ottoman Empire, denied any knowledge of a firman being issued and declared Turkey’s support for the marble’s return. A stark contradiction to Dr Torretta has left the entire argument muddied as there is no clear-cut answer to whether the marbles were taken legally or illegally. Although, it could be implied that while the Ottoman Empire held Greece in the 19th century, they did not have the right to grant permission for the removal because the marbles are Greek not Ottoman nor Turkish. [2:  Report From The Select Committee Of The House Of Commons On The Earl Of Elgin's Collection Of Sculptured Marbles (London, W. Bulmer and Co, 1816), p. 34]  [3:  Mario Trabucco della Torretta, ‘We Mustn't Lose Our Marbles’, Daily Express, (2024), https://www.pressreader.com/uk/daily-express/20240819/282110641929563?srsltid=AfmBOorQtcw0t7cXAs-LtFeYs0OvLCkm-sgXtQ_D2VF6X8IuYIyEJwIr [accessed date: 25th September 2024]] 

By removing the marbles, protection was given from the Greek war of Independence from 1821 to 1833, during which time they could have easily been damaged or destroyed. Likewise, the Ottomans had previously used the Parthenon as a munitions store in the 1687 Siege of the Acropolis, during which time a Venetian bomb hit the Parthenon resulting in severe damage. Therefore, it could be argued that by removing the marbles Elgin protected them and preserved a vital piece of world culture. Yet whilst being housed in the British Museum “irreparable damage[footnoteRef:4]” occurred from a botched attempt at cleaning the structures in the 1930s, which disputes the argument that the museum kept them safe as they have caused damage. Likewise, the British Museum has been plagued by scandal regarding items being stolen with some items sold on eBay; this calls into question the integrity of the museum and whether they are fit to keep safe something as valuable as the Parthenon Marbles.  [4:  Helena Smith, ‘British Damage To Elgin Marbles irreparable’, The Guardian, 1999, https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1999/nov/12/helenasmith [accessed date: 25th September 2024]] 

In 2009 the Acropolis Museum opened adjacent to the Acropolis and is where the marbles would be housed if returned. While the full set can never be completed – due to many elements either being lost or destroyed – it would be the closest thing and would help to showcase the collection in the way it was originally. The Acropolis Museum are quite apparent in their desire for the British Museum to give back the marbles; most notably is the empty space left between the five Caryatids for the one taken by Lord Elgin from the Erechtheion. This action physically highlights the museums want for her return not just to the British Museum but to the world as the action is so public and unmissable.
Despite the prominence of the Elgin Marbles debate, it is in no way singular; museums across the globe – including Germany, France and the USA – are being asked to return items by countries who believe the objects were stolen from them. If the British Museum were to do as the Greeks ask, it may risk the opening flood gates, leaving the museums of the world empty and some countries overwhelmed, which could risk damage to valuable artifacts. 
In conclusion, the Elgin Marbles – whether legally or not – were taken and have yet to be returned to their home of Athens. Though the Greek government – with the support of many other nations, organisations and individuals – have expressed the wish for the Parthenon Marbles return, it remains unlikely for the foreseeable future and continues to divide many people, even academics specialising in the ancient world.
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