A Summary of the Vandalism within Heritage Sites: The Consequences Faced by Archaeologists

Throughout modern history, and dating to the times of antiquity, vandalism of historical sites has been documented as a reoccurring event; perpetuated by native people, invading armies, such as the Persians who razed the city of Athens and its Acropolis in the 470s/80s , and in some cases – such as that of Ai Weiwei – the destruction of ancient art, for an artistic ‘project’. While some may see this acts as a method of awareness, the occasionally irreparable damage to these sites stands as testament to the difficulties faced by archaeologists in their attempts to preserve aspects of the historical world. 
The Uffington Horse is by now an iconic image of the English heritage world, a 364ft long chalk engraving of a horse, one which is surrounded by activity, from archaeological surveys to acts of defamation to the horse’s age-old image. Surveys conducted within the ‘White Horse Hill Project’s annual report of 1994-5 identified the horse as created roughly within the 5th – 6th century BC, with at least a 92% chance of accuracy to this dating (Oxford Archaeological Unit, 1994-5, p14) – and yet, despite its longevity and rich history, the site is a victim of the same destructive nature many other sites see. June 2010 saw the most notable vandalism of the horse, with a group of vandals spraying a purple paint over the head and eye of the horse, an act – so named by Richard Henderson, Oxford’s general manager of their national trust sector – as a ‘mindless act of vandalism …. To one of the country’s most famous ancient monuments’ (BBC News, 2010). While the damage itself was repairable, as the chalk of the horse is frequently replaced when needed, however the act itself demonstrates the careless nature many treat historical sites with. Acts such as these create numerous issues and complications for both field archaeologists and heritage organisations, mainly the struggle to maintain the quality of such large historical sites. In the case of the Uffington Horse, its significant size further creates difficulties in maintaining its chalked outline, however additional damage created by vandals furthers the degradation of the horse. The article continues to state that neither suspected protest group, New Fathers 4 Justice and Real Fathers for Justice, denied any involvement within the act of vandalism, an issue in itself given the lack of ability to persecute those who committed an act of destruction; whether an individual respects the significance of the site or not, does not negate that their actions are an illegal act of defamation.  Whilst these matters may be the jurisdiction of the police to investigate, the lack of education and forewarning to the public – through the examples made by correct persecution of those responsible – allows for these actions to be repeated by others on a greater scale, a concept which is demonstrated by the recent felling of the Sycamore Gap Tree at Hadrian’s Wall in the summer of 2023. 
The felling of the sycamore tree stands as one of the most significant acts of cultural vandalism within recent years; made famous by the 1991 film ‘Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves.’ A tree that has stood for roughly 300 years as an icon of the Scottish country, stood proudly within a wedge between section of Hadrian’s Wall, its history is well renowned – but was cut short by a pair of vandals, who consequently caused damage to the wall itself (Spokesman for Historic England, Daily Mail 2023).  Not only was an element of natural history vandalised, but the wall itself, which has stood for more than 1,900 years since its creation by the Roman Emperor Hadrian during his occupation of Britain. Representatives of the Northumbria police stated that the extent of the damage was unknown, but any quantity of damage greatly contributes to the degradation of historical sites, and in the case of the wall, a restoration is beyond the means of heritage sites. 
Cultural and archaeological preservation regularly faces its issues, however one which comes across as the most surprising is the vandalism of not one, but two Han Dynasty urns, by an artist, for the purpose of ‘performative art’ – but does the destruction of a priceless historical object in the name of creativity truly justify the irreparable damage to an item renowned for its cultural and historical significance, one which will cannot be replaced or replicated. With each form of performative destruction, such as that Ai Weiwei committed, it causes further damage to the collections of artefacts available to be preserved and used for the education of others. His destruction of two Han Dynasty pieces, acquired and subsequently smashed, was an act by Weiwei, in his words, to create a symbolic performative art piece, highlighting a famous ideology held by the Chairman Mao Zedong, to “only build a new world if we destroy the old one” (Ai Weiwei, 1995). 
Whether through a historical record within a lecture, or through the displays created and placed within museums, the methods of preservation vary, but are all united under a common relation – the damage caused by vandalism. While the significance of repatriation is often debated within the fields of archaeology and history, museums nonetheless act as a method to better educate those who may, in some cases, have made a malicious choice and eradicated that history through their ignorant actions. Malice may not be the sole motivator for action such as these, as demonstrated by Ai Weiwei, however the outcome itself creates the struggle for archaeologists and historians alike.
Despite the bountiful collections gained by many museums, the destruction of historical artefacts throughout the world greatly limits the work completed within heritage trusts. Objects may never be fully understood or documented due to damaged pieces, or utterly missing objects – in the case of the Sycamore tree, the 300 years of growth will never be restored, and what remains of the tree may never regenerate. Thus, an aspect of the history is lost, and both present and future archaeologists lose priceless aspects of history to study and preserve. 
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