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Illustration of The Odin Stone by Elizabeth Leveson-Gower, Duchess of Sutherland
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In aged black and white, the etching titled ‘Western Circle of the Stones of Stennis’ depicts a now rare visual of the Odin Stone among its Neolithic companions. It is a rare sight as the Odin Stone was destroyed in 1814, only a few short years after Elizabeth Leveson-Gower, Duchess of Sutherland, created the piece. If someone were to visit the site today the space where it once stood would be empty. The only evidence of its existence being illustrations such as this one, stories passed down by locals, and some written historical documentation. There are no physical indications of its presence at the original site for those unaware of its history apart from a missing place among the other stones in the circle it was once a part of. 
The etching on paper was created by Gower somewhere between 1805 and 1807. It was later privately printed in Gower's book Views in Orkney and on the Northeastern Coast of Scotland. Eventually it was acquired by the British Museum sometime in 1878. However, the piece is not on display and only visible through their online collections viewer.
 Which calls into question why the memory of this important stone in Orcadian history and culture continues to have its memory mishandled, and if the museum should give the piece to an organization such as the Orcadian Museum where it could be accessed by the locals instead of locked away unable to be appreciated or serve purpose as a reminder of Orkney’s cultural heritage. Afterall, the British Museum would still have the digital record to share online if that is the only use they plan for the artwork. 
The importance of opening this discussion is further amplified by the British Museum failing to address the cultural disaster that was the destruction of the stone, mentioning only briefly on their online archive that “The Odin Stone was destroyed in 1814 by an irate farmer angered by courting couples crossing his land to reach it.”
 The museum fails to mention the significance of the stone such as the reason for couples visiting it or the fall out that happened after the stones destruction – placing the image and its importance out of cultural context and minimizes its impact. Instead, they paint a picture, whether meaning to or not, of a frivolous dispute being the cause of the stone’s destruction. The description makes the Odin Stone sound like it was a place where lovers had tryst and therefore angered and annoyed the farmer so much that he took action to prevent their dalliances. 
This image, that could be viewed as nothing more than a detailed landscape on ink and paper, depicts something that had been a constant in the lives of Orcadians for generations since the Neolithic, only to be taken away over the course of a day. The truth in the destruction of the Odin Stone was that in December of 1814, a farmer who was not native to Orkney, broke apart the Odin Stone and attempted to destroy the rest of the nearby circle, The Stones of Stenness, as he was annoyed by locals visiting the stone. There was a public outcry which would have resulted in action being taken against him legally if he did not desist and apologize. 
 However, the damage had been done and locals tried on two occasions to burn down his farm buildings afterwards.
 
The locals were not mad over an old stone being destroyed or simply because of lovers being unable to continue frequenting the spot, it was because a monument of great meaning had been reduced to nothing. Until its destruction the stone was heavily apart of local traditions and even used to confirm contracts under what was called the Oath of Odin. This oath was taken seriously by the locals, and despite having been Christianized for generations the meaning and weight of it persisted into well into modern times.
 Couples who came to the stone would clasp their hands through the hole on either side and swore their fidelity to one another as an act of sacred devotion. This was seen as a legitimate and binding marriage by all as if it had been carried out by a priest rather than only being a symbol of engagement.
 The oath was considered absolute, and only could be broken if their hands met again. This oath was taken so seriously that there is even a story of a woman who had taken the oath with a pirate, and upon his death from being hung, she travelled all the way to London just to touch his dead hand one last time and break the oath and free herself from the bond.
 In some folklore there are even occurrences where the oath could only be broken by the ghost of the departed. An example of this is in a tale called “Sworn on the Stone,” a retelling of a local Orcadian folktale, where a widow faced with poverty and worried for her children’s health and future refused to remarry when asked as she was bound by oath to her late husband who had been lost out at sea years before. The ghost of her husband sees how much pain she is in and touches his ghostly hand on hers, allowing for the oath to be broken. This story being one of the many examples showing that even in death the oath was still seen as sacred and binding by the people of Orkney.

The stone was also used as a place of healing by Orcadians for countless generations. Parents would pass their babies through the hole in the stone hoping for it to cure their ailments or gift them with a long and healthy life. There are numerous accounts of elderly folk resting their heads in it to cure their headaches.
 Those with crippled or palsied limbs would place them through the hole in the stone in hopes that they would be healed. There are also stories of people seeking magical powers who would have to visit the stone nine full moons in a row, circle the stone on bare knees before peering through the hole and wishing for whatever power they sought after.
 
The Odin Stone was more part of everyday Orcadian life than the museum’s brief description lets on or acknowledges. It wasn’t an abandoned long forgotten relic of the past, only visited by adventurous lovers by any stretch of the imagination. It was profound in its meaning to the Orcadians and an active part of their lives. The farmer’s destruction of it rightly caused outrage in the community. The loss of the stone was something that could not be recovered, only mourned with deep heaviness and well-placed anger. That is why this seemingly simple image carries so much meaning within its lines despite it not being the original intention of its artist who was purely sightseeing at the time of creating it. It is a reminder of what was lost, and of a rich cultural heritage that should be remembered and celebrated, not forgotten, or hidden away from public view or knowledge. Sadly, the fight to hold onto ancient Orcadian cultural heritage has continued into the modern day. For example, in 1998 a neolithic burial chamber, Crantit, was uncovered while a farmer was ploughing and found a hole leading into the chamber. It was scheduled to become a monument, but the farmer put up a fight declaring that it was of no purpose, and no one visited it anyway. Thankfully, the chamber remains intact.
 However, Orkney’s ancient history and rich culture is continuously undermined, pinning the impact that the British Museum donating the artwork to an Orcadian institution could have in preserving their cultural heritage. 

While the piece is not a stolen relic needing to be repatriated to make amends for past actions of the museum, The British Museum should consider donating items such as the illustration of the Odin Stone to institutions where they could make the most impact and as an act of good historical conservation ethics. This is especially true for items with no plans of public exhibition by the museum and sit closed off. 
There is some dispute about the idea of repatriation or donating items to museums where they might be given more historical context. For example, Alan Howarth said while acting as the British arts minister: ‘This universal museum, this place of big ideas, cannot be reconciled with the narrow claim that because a thing was made in particular geographical place, it should be returned to it. Modern nationalism seems small-minded in an institution which embraces the world.’
 However, his argument is flawed as there are examples of the return of items of cultural significance by individuals and institutions from generations ago. In 1815 art that had been taken by Napoleon and placed in the Louvre was returned to Italy by Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington. It should be noted that Louvre did not fall into ruin as a result of returning the artwork or lose any of its own value as an institution.
 Instead, it showed compassion and was an example of what good historical conservation ethics could be and aided in healing national identity.   

The British Museum has benefitted greatly from colonization and stolen works over the course of its existence as an institution, and many of those items do not belong under their stewardship. The existence of these objects is diminished by being taken out of the culture that created or inspired them. Even objects such as the illustration of the Odin Stone, that were obtained legally and ethically are out of place at the museum. Yet still the museum keeps them even though history has shown that doing so would not cause their institution any harm. They allow objects to collect dust under lock and key or be diminished by lack of cultural context for the sake of having them. Meanwhile, these objects like the Odin Stone illustration could better serve people elsewhere if released. It could be theorized that the museum’s trivialized version of events in its brief description of the illustration is that they are aware that if they did give a full description or hint at the significance of the image and the monument it represents that it might draw scrutiny to the museum and show how dislocated the artwork, like many other items in their collections, truly is in their possession.
Its current location leaves the artwork in a state of limbo. It has no meaningful context attached to it by the museum. Its current placement does not allow it to make an active impact in the conservation of Orcadian history or highlighting the richness of it. Its weight cannot be felt. As Ve-Yin Tee pointed out in their discussion on repatriation, even a fragment in the right place and at the right time can generate identity and therefore heal.
 In this case a simple etching, a fragment of a once great monolith, could help open a doorway into the memory and wonder of history of the Orcadian peoples. 
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