Could the Bayeux Tapestry exhibition change the impetus for the repatriation of the Parthenon Sculptures?
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Fig. 1 Statue of Ilissos, part of the Parthenon Sculptures.
Within 2 weeks of the much-hyped Bayeux Tapestry exhibition opening at the British Museum in London, Kyriakos Mitsotakis the Prime Minister of Greece wrote an article for the Guardian newspaper, where he restated the Greek case for the return of the Parthenon Sculptures (Mitsotakis, 2026). This essay summarises the origins of the sculptures, how they ended up in the British Museum, and the competing issues surrounding their return.
Built between 447 BC and 432 BC the Parthenon Sculptures (or ‘Elgin Marbles’ as they are often referred to in the UK) are a collection of marble sculptures and pieces of a frieze that show a procession to celebrate the birthday of Athena, the Greek Goddess of wisdom (The British Museum, 2026). By the turn of the 19th century, the Acropolis was in ruins and Thomas Bruce, Earl of Elgin, was British Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, which had governed Greece for over 300 years, requested a ‘firman’ or permit to remove half of the sculptures and frieze so that they may be preserved (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2026). This was a period when Great Britain’s empire was vast and the privileged were undertaking the ‘Grand Tour’ (Cartledge, 2025, p. 2) and the collection of artefacts was ’de-rigueur’. The removal and relocation of half of the sculptures and frieze to Great Britain, happened between 1801 and 1805. In 1816 the British government passed them to the British Museum via an act of parliament (The British Museum, 2026).
It was only 17 years later in 1833, when Greek sovereignty was restored, that the first request for the repatriation of the Parthenon Sculptures was made. Whilst there were subsequent discussions, the next formal request was at a UNESCO summit on Cultural Policy in 1983. There was no discernible progress towards a resolution until 2021 when Kyriakos Mitsotakis, as part of his election manifesto, made it his primary focus. There followed a series of high-profile public diplomacy events and interviews, culminating in an official visit and meeting with Prime Minster Boris Johnson in November 2021. In 2024, Mitsotakis met again with a UK Prime Minister, this time Sir Keir Starmer (Aspriadis & Snow, 2026, p. 8). Whilst no resolution has occurred, public diplomacy is moving towards the Greek position, with an opinion poll conducted by JL Partners in September 2025 indicated that 56% of UK population supported the return of the Parthenon sculptures with only 22% believing that they should be retained in the British Museum (British Committee for the Reunification of the Parthenon Sculptures, 2025). 
As expected, both Greece and the United Kingdom defend their right to be custodians of the sculptures that are currently housed in London. The British Museum states that the sculptures were legally obtained with full permission and subjected to a parliamentary review. They felt that their removal was necessary to preserve them as they believed the Greeks were not capable of preserving them, as demonstrated by the explosion in 1687 of ordnance that was being stored in the Parthenon, which caused a great deal of damage (The British Museum, 2026). The Greek government believes that they are the rightful owner as the permission was not granted by Greeks, but when the Ottoman Empire had colonised them (Cartledge, 2025). Indeed, recent rhetoric is relatively striking, the removal was described in his Guardian article as ‘chiselled away and illegally removed from Athens’ (Mitsotakis, 2026). The Greek nation is so determined in their return that a purpose-built Acropolis Museum was opened in 2009, with a whole floor dedicated to the sculptures. Designed in a similar scale to the Parthenon it has plaster replicas in place of the marbles held in London and designed with glass walls providing natural lighting, with a direct view to the monument they originate from (Acropolis Museum, 2026). 
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Fig. 2 The Parthenon Gallery, Athens.

Conceivably the most compelling argument for the fate of the sculptures is achieved when the objective for the creation of the sculptures is considered. The Parthenon sculptures and the metopes of the inner frieze were formed of 378 human figures and 245 animals showing the local procession. Some scholars argue they were designed for ‘kinetic viewing’ by walking around the Parthenon, especially as the frieze is 12m above the floor level (Mackin Roberts, 2026). This principle is also central to the design of the Acropolis Museum, though with the frieze displayed at a lower height for ease of viewing. This theory was seized upon by the Greek Prime Minister in his Guardian article when he wrote that they were ‘inseparable elements of the monument itself. Nobody would seriously contemplate cutting what survives of the (Bayeux) tapestry in two and displaying half in London and half in Bayeux’ (Mitsotakis, 2026). This echoed a similar argument made during a BBC TV interview with Laura Kuenssberg when he stated that you would not cut the Mona Lisa in half and display it between London and Paris (Mitsotakis, 2023). 
This diplomacy has led to the change not just in the public mood but within the UK government with current UK Prime Minster Andy Burnham previously stating in 2023 that he supported the unconditional return of the Parthenon Sculptures (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2026). In 2023 this momentum was driven by both the Kunshistorisches Museum in Vienna returning two pieces of the sculpture (Neos Kosmos, 2023) and the Vatican returning 3 pieces (Associated Press, 2023). 
The arrival of the Bayeux Tapestry on loan to the British Museum has reignited the debate in both countries, with a similar loan of the sculptures to Greece mooted by the UK government. However, this is unacceptable to Greece as it is the actual ownership of the sculptures that is debated. The prescient final word on this issue was written by the Greek Prime Minister in the Guardian article, ‘at a time when democratic principles are being challenged all over the world, restoring the unity of a monument so closely associated with the emergence of democracy itself would send a powerful signal’ (Mitsotakis, 2026).
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Fig. 1: Sculpture of Ilissos, Parthenon Gallery, British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/G_1816-0610-99
Fig. 2: The Parthenon Gallery, Acropolis Museum, Athens
https://www.theacropolismuseum.gr/en/exhibit-halls/parthenon-gallery
image1.jpg




image2.jpg




