Controversy over missing items from the British Museum

[bookmark: _Int_usH95pLF]Over the last three months, the public has been asked by the British Museum to aid in the search for ‘around 2,000 treasures [that] were reported "missing, stolen or damaged" over a "significant" period of time’.[[footnoteRef:10928]]  Greek and Roman items have been identified as some of the missing artefacts, most of which have been gems and jewellery, such as gold rings and bracelets, that are ‘believed to date back to the late bronze age and the Hellenistic (about 15th-11th century BC) and Roman periods’.[[footnoteRef:9415]] Following the items going missing, the museum director has resigned with his deputy voluntarily stepping back from his duties, and a senior curator has been fired.[[footnoteRef:8287]] Additionally, the Metropolitan Police have launched an investigation with suspicions that a deliberate cover-up may be discovered.  [10928:  Paul Glynn, ‘British Museum asked public and experts to help recover stolen artefacts’, BBC, (26th of September 2023)]  [9415:  Nadia Khomami, ‘British Museum released images in bid to recover missing items’, The Guardian, (26th September 2023).]  [8287:  Andy Hayes, ‘British Museum director Hartwig Fischer resigns following alleged thefts of artefacts’, Sky News, (26th August 2023).
] 

Public opinion has been split over the news, with some stating that the items within the British Museum are “pillaged” from other countries, and that the museum cannot complain when they are stolen from. Others have described the act as “disgraceful,” calling for the “sacking” of senior members.[[footnoteRef:15180]] Some members of the public believe there is not enough detail regarding the story, criticising the Museum for not releasing more details regarding the missing items such as more precise values and photographs and descriptions, instead opting to use pictures of comparable items.[[footnoteRef:32127]]  This brings questions of whether the Museum themselves know exactly what items are missing, or after discovering some losses are producing figures they have not confirmed. The Chair of the Parthenon Project, which ‘aims to reunify the Parthenon Sculptures’ [[footnoteRef:3702]], Lord Vaizey has said that the theft brings forward questions on how museums protect their collections but insists that it will have no impact on the project and how it approaches getting to its goal. [[footnoteRef:31510]]  [15180:  Sean Reyment, ‘Top British museums admit more than 1,000 important military items and dinosaur fossils have been lost, destroyed or stolen’, The Daily Mail, (1st October 2023).
[https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-12579747/Top-British-museums-admit-1-000-important-military-items-dinosaur-fossils-lost-destroyed-stolen.html#comments]
]  [32127:  Gordon Rayner, ‘British Museum missing more than 1,500 priceless objects’, The Telegraph, (21st August 2023).
[https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2023/08/21/british-museum-missing-more-than-1500-priceless-objects/]]  [3702:  The Parthenon Project, https://parthenonproject.co.uk]  [31510:  Nikolas Zois, British Museum theft ‘will not have any bearing,’ Ekathimerini, (1st October 2023)
] 

The opinion of professionals in the matter are that the British Museum could have done more to protect their artefacts. Professor Martin Henig, a Roman gems expert, spotted a ring thought to be a part of the Museum's collection on sale with a private dealer. The incident was reported to the Museum and the ring retrieved, but an investigation was not launched regarding how the ring made it to the market. The Professor stated that ‘it didn’t get through to the right people […] Bells should have been running right up to the top.’ [[footnoteRef:13242]] A Dutch antiquities dealer, Ittai Gradel, alerted the Museum to potential issues with security after he purchased museum artifacts online. No action was taken. [[footnoteRef:27206]] An expert for the BBC Antiques Roadshow criticised the Museum for ‘Bad cataloguing, poor records of where objects were placed, poor loans procedures,’ following up with ‘sloppy asset management.’  [13242:  Martin Brunt, ‘British Museum was warned about thefts years ago, claims gems expert’, Sky News, (18th August 2023).]  [27206:  Nadia Khomami, ‘British Museum releases images in bid to recover missing items,’ The Guardian, (26th September 2023)] 

Some items have since been returned, with more” identified and due to be returned imminently.”  George Osborne, the British Museum’s chair, told BBC Radio 4 that they were “dealing with lots of honest people who will return stolen items.” The objects still missing have been placed on the Art Loss Register, an international database of stolen art, without full details of the lost and damaged items. Contrary to public belief that all details should be publicly available, the director of recoveries for the register, James Ratcliffe, ‘supported the decision to withhold a full inventory off the missing items,’ and that the Museum coming forward with more details “risks playing into the hands of those who might act in bad faith.” [[footnoteRef:5312]] [5312:  Oscar Holland and Martin Goillandeau, ’British Museum asks public to help recover stolen treasures,’ CNN, (27th September 2023)] 

The event has brought the Museum’s ability to protect the items they have in their collections into question. This may affect the general public’s opinion on whether items taken from other countries should be returned to their country of origin. According to a survey commissioned by the Parthenon Project, ‘61% of Brits would support the UK Government introducing new legislation that allows museums to return artifacts.’[[footnoteRef:23352]] Returning objects to their country of origin has been a debate within the UK for some time, with a growing percentage of the population believing the country has no right to possess the objects that were “pillaged”, and a percentage of the population that are ‘sad to witness the decline of our great nation.’[[footnoteRef:25707]] Professional opinion leaning towards disapproval of the Museum’s handling of items may sway public opinion further to that of returning items.  [23352:  Nikolas Zois, ‘British Museum theft ‘will not have any bearing’’, Ekathimerini, (1st October 2023)]  [25707:  Sean Reyment, ’Top British museums admit more than 1,000 important military items and dinosaur fossils may have been lost, destroyed, or stolen’, Daily Mail, (1st October 2023)] 

Whether all the items stolen or damaged will be returned is yet to be determined, though it is unlikely with the number of items the Museum have revealed have gone missing. It is unlikely at this time that the Museum will decide to return items to their country of origin, though the event will do little to sway the likes of the Parthenon Project from discussions with the Museum to reunite collections. 



