The British Museum Parthenon Statues and Marbles.

One of the largest ongoing debates relating to ancient history is the debate over the ownership of the large collection of items currently held in the British museum. A prime example of this debate are the Parthenon statues, which were originally part of the Parthenon in Athens, Greece, until they were taken over the six years of 1801-1806 by the British ambassador lord Elgin, and then bought by the British Museum a decade later in 1816.2 The first formal request for the return of the Parthenon marbles was made in 1983 (though some were earlier made in less formally) The Greek government has been very consistent on their position that they would not accept any agreement which involved the UK keeping possession of the marbles.
Lord Elgin’s actions were deemed legal at the time, as he was given permission to take them by the Ottoman government that was governing Greece at the time. Despite this there have been some questions to both the ethics and legality of the actions. Quite possibly the biggest ethical question is whether the Parthenon statuary was the Ottoman’s to give. This question arose due to the ottomans being a foreign empire occupying Greece at the time, as opposed to a Greek government. This has led to many people advocating for the return of the Parthenon marbles claiming that the original agreement between Lord Elgin and the Ottoman empire was never legitimate. Additionally, there were some suspect details surrounding Lord Elgin’s original acquisition of the marbles, such as whether or not the document giving him permission actually had the force of law behind it, or if it was an unofficial letter, and that additionally, Elgin was unable to provide an original copy of any of the documents that had supposedly been provided to him3.
For a long time, the Greek administration has been campaigning for the return of the Parthenon marbles, statuary, and other items. Recently however, other institutions have returned certain similar items that have been in their possession for a very long time. One example of this was the return of three carved fragments that have been stored in the Vatican for more than two centuries. This has led to increased pressure on the British museum to return the items, due to the precedent set by the actions of the Vatican.
There are, however, some differences in situation between the Vatican and the British museum. The most notable is that the items from the Vatican were given by the pope to the head of the Greek orthodox church, as opposed to being a “state to state”1 transfer.
In a poll in July 2023 from the Parthenon Project, it was revealed that the majority of the British public (approximately 64%) would support the return of the Parthenon marbles under what is described as a “cultural partnership”1, where the Parthenon marbles would be returned to Greece in return for some other ancient Greek artefacts.
While this has been considered good by many as it shows the willingness of the British public to give up the sculptures, however there were no details given from the Greek public, and such actions may simply be trading one problem for another, and may increase tensions instead of lowering them. Additionally, the number of people that answered the poll was somewhat low, at only 2,300, and as such it is entirely possible that the results are not fully indicative of the whole British public.
The official position of the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport of the United Kingdom (DCMS) is that the British Museum "is prevented by law from de-accessioning items in its collection, except in very specific and limited circumstances"1, and that its position would not be changed under any circumstance.
Despite this, some British officials such as the mayor of London have stated that the Greek authorities and the British Museum should attempt to find a way to share ownership, with some suggesting loaning the marbles to the Greek Government.
The British Museum and those arguing in favour of keeping the marbles in the UK argue that Lord Elgin was an official diplomat and was given the full permission of the Ottoman empire, and as such maintain that the ownership of the marbles is fully legal, and so it is up to the British Museum what they do with them. A common counter argument is that the Ottoman empire was occupying Greece at the time and had no right to sell the artifacts against the will of the occupied country.
Another argument in favour of the British Museum keeping the marbles is that it is a “museum of our common humanity” and that they are “a significant part of the story told by the museum of cultural achievement throughout the world”1. This argument is most commonly made by the people directly involved with the museum, and many of the people making this argument are also in favour of cooperation, with some being in favour of shared ownership or loaning the marbles to Greece. This is argued against by people in favour of the marbles being returned, commonly with the argument that it is the culture and property of Greece, and it isn’t up to the British Museum what to do with it.
Overall, the arguments of those in favour of the British Museum keeping the marbles are that the British Museum is the rightful legal owner of the marbles, and that the cultural value presented by the British Museum is important enough to warrant the marbles being kept in the British Museum. Those in favour of the Greek government having the marbles returned to them argue that the British Museum doesn’t have the right to the culture of Greece, and that the legal ownership is questionable due to the circumstances surrounding the Ottoman government. Both arguments have grounds, and the situation is complicated by the changes in the government of Greece since the acquisition of the marbles.
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