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Abstract 
Repatriation of art and archaeological objects is a concept known from ancient time but 

has emerged in many cases since the 1970s. The best-known and much-debated case is that of 
the Elgin Marbles. Half of the collection resides in Athens in the new Acropolis Museum and the 
other half in the British Museum in London, sold to the museum in the 1800s by Thomas Bruce, 
7'h Earl of Elgin after an expedition in Greece during which he took casts and drawings of the 
ruined Parthenon and removed sculptures from the building. Current! y the debate is between the 
British Museum and the Greek Ministry of Culture who is seeking to have the marbles returned 
to Athens where Greece believes they rightly belong. The British Museum has held the request in 
contempt, especially since 2012 when the new museum was built in Athens as a response to the 
accusations of inadequate housing for the collection. This thesis discusses the case of the Elgin 
Marbles with a comparison to the repatriation case of the Euphronios Krater that was acquired in 
1972 under suspicious circumstances by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and was 
returned to Rome after the two parties had reached an agreement that benefitted both. This thesis 
will also present possible solutions to the Elgin Marbles' case; the solutions are feasible for both 
museums and allow both to keep the sculptures and share them with the world. 
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Introduction 

The architecture of ancient Greece has always been a marvel to modern man who 

incorporates it at nearly any chance provided. One ofthe best-known buildings that has often 

been used as a model for architecture in many periods is the Parthenon that stands on the 

Acropolis in the center of ancient Athens. It was once a center of worship, and stayed that way 

for centuries until the Ottomans took over Greece. The Ottomans ruled for many centuries, and it 

was during part of their rule, in the 18th and 19th centuries, when ancient antiquities were keenly 

sought among imperialist nations, including Great Britain. Britain is home to one of the larger 

collections of antiquities, including the marble sculptures from the Parthenon, otherwise known 

as the Elgin Marbles. Not everyone agrees, however, that this collection of antiquities should 

stay in Britain. Since the 1980s, Greece has been actually pursuing the repatriation of the 

marbles to their country on the grounds that these represent the essence of their cultural 

patrimony. The British Museum has remained firm in their stance that the marbles belong in 

London. 

Although there are many other cases of repatriation of ancient works, I will show that the 

benefits gained by the Metropolitan Museum of Art for its 2008 return of the Euphronios Krater 

to Italy provide perhaps some options for the British Museum to consider as a compromise 

regarding the Elgin Marbles. This thesis will discuss how the Parthenon marbles came to Britain 

from Greece and will use the repatriation of the Euphronios Krater to highlight possible solutions 

to this ongoing issue. 

The History of the Parthenon 

The Parthenon on the Athenian Acropolis is described as more" ... sumptuous than that of 

any other Doric temple erected on the Greek mainland ... " (Dinsmoor 1950: 160). Built in the 
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mid_5th Century BCE in the Doric order, the temple was championed by the Athenian general and 

statesman Pericles after the battle of Marathon in 490 BCE as an offering to the goddess Athena 

for the miraculous victory over the Persians (Parthenon 2014; Neils 2005). The name 

"Parthenon" refers to the cult of Athena Parthenos (" Athena the Virgin") for whom the temple 

was erected (Parthenon 2014). This term may originally have applied to only the rear or west 

room (the opisthodomos), but was later extended to include the entire building (Neils 

2005).Work began in 447 BCE, and the building was finished by 438 BCE, although work on the 

details of the exterior continued until 432 BCE (parthenon 2014). The temple we see today is built 

using pieces of the Older Parthenon, since it was more cost effective than having large blocks of 

marble cut from the quarry and transported to the site (Neils 2005). This Older Parthenon had 

sadly been destroyed by the Persians in 480 BCE when they had taken over the city of Athens 

(Neils 2005). 

The Parthenon essentially remained in its classical state until the 5th century CE when the 

ivory and gold statue of Athena was removed from the temple and it was transformed into a 

Christian church (Parthenon 2014). The Ottoman Turks seized the Acropolis in 1458, and within 

a couple years transformed the Parthenon into a mosque, adding a minaret at the southwest 

comer (Parthenon 2014). The Parthenon thus remained intact as such until 1687 when, during the 

bombardment of the Acropolis by the Venetians, a powder magazine that had been stored inside 

the temple blew up, destroying the center of the building (parthenon 2014). It was after centuries 

of neglect and decay (and with Athens under Ottoman control) that Lord Elgin found the 

Parthenon when he arrived in Athens in 1801. 
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Figure I. Parthenon schematic drawing 
showing placement offrieze, metopes, and pediment. (arsartisticadventuresofmankind.wordpress.com 

2014). 

The Elgin Marbles Collection: The Pediments 

The pedimental sculptures of the Parthenon are distributed today among three locations: 

the British Museum in London, the Acropolis Museum in Athens, and the Louvre in Paris (Neils 

2005). From antiquity to the time of Elgin's arrival in Athens, some of the pedimental statues fell 

from their place above the west and east ends ofthe Parthenon, especially during the explosion 

in the 17th century that destroyed much of the roof of the temple. Unfortunately, "because they 

are scattered and in fragmentary state, the pedimental statues cannot be properly understood 

without due consideration to technical aspects such as weathering, piecing, and means of 

attachment" (Neils 2005:230). 

The sculptures that Elgin focused on were those from the west pediment. Mythology tells 

that the gods had an argument for control of Athens and Attica. The west pediment is the earliest 
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record of this dispute over Attica, and the contest between Athena and Poseidon, with Athena 

winning out and the Acropolis subsequently dedicated to her (Neils 2005). The east pediment 

shows the miraculous birth of Athena on Mount Olympos. 

The Elgin Marbles Collection: The Metopes 

The metopes are " ... a highly unusual arrangement for a Greek temple and one that adds 

to the unique nature of the building and its appearance" (Neils 2005: 159). In Doric temples 

earlier than the Parthenon, sculpted metopes (squarish panels with relief sculpture that slot in 

between the triglyphs) often only appear on the short ends of the temple. It is not surprising that 

the Parthenon breaks this trend as it is an innovative building in many ways. It is a combination 

of both the Doric and Ionic orders which is another anomaly for the time. The metopes, as all of 

the Parthenon sculpture, would have been colorfully painted standing out against the triglyphs 

which were generally painted a shade of medium or dark blue (Neils 2005). Not only were the 

metopes painted to bring out details like the hair, facial features, jewelry, and drapery, but also 

contained added bits of bronze or marble as proved by the drill holes in some of the pieces (Neils 

2005). Furthermore, these bronze additions often helped onlookers to interpret the scenes and 

identify some of the figures and their actions (Neils 2005). These reliefs were highly complicated 

and most likely took a team of craftsmen to sculpt, although the names of these men have been 

erased from history. During the Christian transformation of the temple, many of these metopes 

were damaged as Christian iconoclasts attempted to remove or destroy any pagan images (Neils 

2005). 

These metopes held significance depending on their location. The east side, which was 

the main entrance, showed tbe battle of the Olympian gods and the earthen giants for their home, 

Mount Olympus (Neils 2005). The southern metopes, the side that Elgin focused on for his 
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collection, showed the progression of the outhreak of a fight between Lapiths and centaurs at a 

wedding feast (Neils 2005). The west side depicted Amazons on horseback and on foot fighting 

Greek soldiers, while the hattie on the north side shows the sacking of Troy, which was "a 

historical event that is perhaps now elevated to the realm of the other three mythic battles" (Neils 

2005: 167). The important idea behind these is that unlike the pediments and frieze, the themes 

of the metopes are all about either human or divine wars (Neils 2005). Furthermore, these stood 

in a wider context. As seen from the Athenian point of view, "the Parthenon metopes seem to 

contain layers of meaning that could be interpreted not just as a foreign enemy (from the distant 

or recent past), but also a psychological or political enemy within" (Neils 2005: 167-168). These 

images were most likely meant for more than just aesthetic enjoyment or telling a mythological 

story; the metopes contained political and historical messages connected to the city of Athens. 

By the time the Parthenon was finished, Athens was between wars and at its height with the arts 

flourishing in the city. 

The Elgin Marbles Collection: The Frieze 

The Parthenon frieze is a continuous sculpted relief zone that runs around the four sides 

of the building above the inner colonnade, an unusual element of the temple decoration. The 

frieze blocks were heavily damaged by both the Christians and the 17th century explosion of the 

temple. During the time that the temple was a Christian church, many pieces of the frieze were 

removed to make room for the modifications for the church (Neils 2005). When the powder 

magazine exploded in 1687, the explosion erased much of the south side (Neils 2005). In 

essence, these sections of the frieze were already nearly destroyed by the time Elgin arrived in 

the early 1800s. Furthermore, "after Elgin's depredations of 1801-5 the west frieze was the only 

side that remained more or less in situ -- and that too was removed for the conservation in 1993 
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so that today none of the original frieze remains on the temple" (Neils 2005: 200). The frieze has 

been subjected to much scholarly scrutiny. Most scholars have agreed that the frieze represents 

an Athenian religious procession culminating in a scene of the east of the twelve Olympian gods 

(Neils 2005). Yet this interpretation does not take into consideration the cavalry and charioteers 

in the frieze or the central scene on the east side that also contains five other figures (Neils 

2005). According to Neils, "a figure who looks like an official with a tablet in his hand seems to 

be inspecting this group, and so this scene probably represents the dokimasia or official 

inspection of the parade horses before the Panathenaia" (Neils 2005: 211). The Panathenaia was 

an annual festi val dedicated to Athena as the patron goddess of Athens, ending at the steps ofthe 

Parthenon. There is little question why Elgin would have wanted these extraordinary sculptures 

in his collection and set out to "preserve" them from the Ottomans. 

Ottoman Control over Greece 

The Ottoman Turks overtook mainland Greece in 1456 (Davies and Davis 2007; Neils 

2005) and ruled over Greece for four centuries, during a period known as the "Tourkokratia" 

(Bowman et al. 2014). During this complex time, the Turks officially imposed their language and 

Islamic religion, yet the Greeks retained much of their culture and maintained their Greek 

Orthodox faith (Bowman et al. 2014). The period of control under the Ottoman Empire was one 

of unrest and war in Greece, along with a highly corrupt governmental system. As the Ottomans 

imposed themselves throughout Greece, the Acropolis became a fortress for the Ottoman 

military commander. Oddly enough the Parthenon's transformation into a mosque was not 

recorded but must have occurred around 1460 when Mehmet II visited Athens for the second 

time (Neils 2005). 
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The Ottoman-Venetian Wars of 1645-1669 disrupted the economic system of the empire 

which eventually contributed to its downfall (Davis et al. 2005). As a result, the military was 

asked to wait for long periods before being paid and was required to pay special taxes to the 

government to keep the economy from entirely bottoming out (Davis et al. 2005). Sadly, due to 

these changes, the government became extremely corrupt. It is thus understandable how 

centuries later Elgin was able to bribe officials to be able to get permission to document the 

Parthenon in its deteriorating state and, eventually to remove sculpture. 

Thomas Bruce, 7th Lord of Elgin and the Elgin Marbles 

Thomas Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin, served as the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire 

from 1799-1803 (Elgin Marbles 2014a). Elgin had a taste for classical antiquities, as did many 

western aristocrats and art connoisseurs at the time. The business of collecting antiquities was a 

distinctly upper class pursuit. Elgin was a bachelor for most of his life until he married a wealthy 

young woman named Mary Nisbet of Dirleton who was around twenty-one years old when they 

became engaged (St Clair 1967). Her fami ly was part of the aristocratic class, and provided the 

wealth that allowed him to indulge in purchasing antiquities and, indeed, carry out his 

ambassadorial duties in the Ottoman capital. In order to get funding from the British Museum 

Elgin had to convince Parliament that an expedition to Greece was worth the time. During his 

1799 proposal to the British Parliament for funding to go to Greece with a team of sketch artists, 

Elgin reminded them that this expedition furthered the majesty of Great Britain and would be 

undertaken "to make his embassy ' beneficial to the progress of the Fine Arts in Great Britain', to 

bestow 'some benefit on the progress oftaste in England', to improve 'the circumstances 

towards the advancement of literature and the arts. ' These were the sort of words he used, 

without apology, time and again, to describe a plan to take some drawings and plaster casts in 
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Athens" CSt. Clair 1967: 7-8). While Elgin attempted to make this expedition appear as though 

he had the country's best interests at heart, he did not suggest at this point that the original 

marbles should be removed CSt. Clair 1967). Elgin was finally granted the team and funds and 

first arrived in Greece in 1801. 

Elgin Arrives in Athens and the Issue of the Firman 

When Elgin arrived in Greece, he began to see how far from the Acropolis the pieces of 

the Parthenon had begun to travel, for "everywhere it was obvious for years the ruins had been a 

main source of building materials. Slabs of crisp-cut marble were built into the rude modern 

walls, and, here and there, pieces of sculpture could be seen among the fortifications. Many of 

the houses in the town had an ancient fragment set above the door as a charm" CSt. Clair 1967: 

51). Most of these charms were from pieces that had already fallen after the 17th century 

explosion and lay on the ground, sometimes half buried under rubble. 

Elgin must have paid bribes to a few high members in the Turkish government in Athens 

as many others had done before him CSt Clair 1967). Elgin' s crew, while taking plaster casts and 

making drawings of the pieces that had not been obliterated by the explosion and the changes to 

the Parthenon that went on throughout the centuries, was also to identify pieces that they could 

easily pick up for Lord Elgin's collection. This particular aspect of the expedition was hidden 

from Parliament CSt. Clair 1967). None of the crew felt that they would be damaging the temple 

further if they removed some of the sculptures. Nowhere in Elgin's letter of permission or firman 

was there a clause stating that Elgin had permission to remove anything from the building. The 

firman was a written document from the Ottoman authorities in Athens that gave Elgin and his 

crew permission to be on site drawing and casting the sculptures ofthe Parthenon and other 

buildings on the Acropolis. The Turkish government was so corrupt and in need of cash that it 
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was simple for those with means to pay to get what they wanted. In fact, "the Turkish 

government was so inefficient that consistency over such a long period was out of the question, 

and, especially, where money might be involved, they had no means of enforcing fmnans to 

outlying provinces" CSt Clair 1967: 159). The central government had no way to ensure that 

Elgin was doing only what he was given permission to do. 

As work continued and sketches and casts were made of the pieces of the Parthenon, 

Elgin began his pursuit of collecting antiquities. On July 31 , 1801 with the assistance of rigging 

equipment and the crew from the ship that he arrived on, Elgin began having pieces removed 

from the structure of the Parthenon and loaded them on board the ship for his personal collection 

CSt Clair 1967). He took only those sculptures that were still in the best condition and in their 

original positions or, in situ. Elgin paid little attention to the fallen pieces or pieces that were 

already badly damaged. His removal crew, sadly, did damage to some of the sculptures during 

their precarious removal. 

Scholars and even Elgin's contemporary critics debated whetber Elgin was within his 

legal rights to remove these sculptures; he, clearly, did not consider this issue at all. Others 

questioned the legality of what Elgin was doing, especially after it had already been done. A 

member of Elgin's crew stands out above the rest, a clergyman, Reverend Phillip Hunt. Hunt was 

helping Elgin remove the pieces from the structure and expressed concern about damage to the 

remaining sculptures that were still in decent condition CSt Clair 1967). The ease with which 

Elgin was able to carry off so much sculpture from the Parthenon says much about the time 

period in which this happened and which powers had the upper hand in the imperialistic race. In 

fact, "the ftrmans and counter-ftrmans about the Parthenon marbles emanating from 

Constantinople between 1784 and the establishment of Greek independence are an accurate 



Jack 10 

barometer of whether the French or British were uppermost in Turkish favors" CSt Clair 1967: 

159). The favors of the Turkish Empire often went between the French or the British, which may 

have caused Elgin the many problems he encountered on the way back to Britain and the troubles 

with his shipments of priceless relics. Sadly, the voices of the powerless Greeks were silent in 

this situation and would not be heard until several centuries later. 

Elgin Leaves Athens 

Soon after Elgin had accomplished his task and identified the pieces that he saw as best 

preserved and most valuable to England, he had them packed in crates and loaded onto ships, one 

of which he and his wife boarded, while the other would depart soon after. The pieces were not 

well packed; and when they were unpacked, some were found damaged and chipped from 

shipping. On the way back to England, Elgin himself was held for a period of time by Napoleon 

in France. France was stopping any English traveler on the way through the country due to 

disagreements between the two empires. Elgin's health was failing and he was constantly berated 

by the French Emperor to sell him the collection for the Louvre, for Napoleon was on his own 

quest for antiquities to augment the French collection and enhance his imperial ambitions CSt 

Clair 1967). Elgin realized that many of his "rivals" were also in France at the time and were the 

ones behind Napoleon's insistent requests to hand over the marbles. They too, hoped to get their 

hands on a part of the precious cargo that Elgin had brought with him. As a result of Elgin' s 

expedition, the desire to obtain pieces from the remaining Parthenon sculptures grew at an 

alarming rate, spurring the Turks to begin to chop offheads from the frieze or other small pieces 

to sell CSt Clair 1967). Elgin was soon released and was able to continue back to England with 

his collection, only to face many more problems back in his home country. 
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The Marbles Arrive in England 

By the time the collection landed on the shores of England in 1806, Elgin's wife had 

decided to divorce him, leaving him further in debt after the expense of his ambitious expedition 

and without some of his properties, essentially leaving him and his collection homeless. Elgin 

wrote several desperate letters to Parliament in 1807 begging them to take the collection off of 

his hands almost directly when he landed in England, but at that moment Parliament was not 

interested in the collection and thought his asking price outrageous. Furthermore, Elgin was 

missing about half of his collection, as it was still in Malta after one of the Parthenon marbles' 

transport ships sank. The collection was brought up from the bottom of the bay and the 

government was collecting high tariffs from it CSt Clair 1967). Elgin was having trouble getting 

the rest of the collection shipped to England so that it couldn't be stolen or damaged. 

Elgin's luck turned when the Duke of Devonshire offered to house Elgin's collection in a 

small space at Burlington House CSt Clair 1967). When Elgin and the collection arrived at 

Burlington House, the marbles were stacked and piled in miscellaneous places around the home 

and in the places that the Duke allowed him to put them. While the Burlington House was a 

suitable home for English elites, it was highly unsuitable for properly storing the Parthenon 

marbles. The structure on the property where the sculptures were housed was a kind of shack in 

the back of the house with no temperature control and no windows. What was worse, for lack of 

room in the shed, some of the marbles had to be left outside CSt Clair 1967: 218). In fact "the 

large architectural fragments, the pieces of the Parthenon columns and architraves and 

miscellaneous pieces from other buildings of Athens, were piled higgledy-piggledy on top of one 

another rather like the ruins on the Acropolis" CSt Clair 1967: 218). According to St Clair, "even 

some ofthe slabs of the frieze were left outside to the mercies of the English weather and soon 
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grass began to grow around them." (St Clair 1967: 218). These were among the pieces that Elgin 

cared about most, yet now they were left outside to be weather-beaten and serve as mere garden 

ornaments. Elgin paid much to have them brought back to England, and now he sought to 

remove them from the less than satisfactory shed and get them into the British Museum where he 

believed they rightfully belonged. 

Elgin's Opposition: Lord Byron 

Not everyone was happy to see the marbles in Britain, and Elgin was met with heavy 

opposition from his personal rival, the poet George Gordon, Lord Byron. Lord Byron heavily 

berated Elgin with derogatory poetry. Lord Byron had traveled to Greece during Elgin's 

excavations and became extremely close to two of the men on Elgin's crew, Fauvel and Lusieri 

(St Clair 1967). After Elgin returned to England, Lusieri asked Byron to carry a few letters to 

Elgin for him (St Clair 1967). Byron was highly surprised to receive letters of thanks from Elgin, 

including one in which Elgin wished to personally visit Byron to thank him for the deed (St Clair 

1967). Around 1811 in one of his responses to Elgin, Byron warned him that he was about to 

launch an attack on Elgin. Elgin refused to see the threat; this may have been one of Elgin's 

largest mistakes (St Clair 1967). 

Byron published and released his poem "The Curse of Minerva" on March 17, 1811 (St 

Clair 1967). In this poem, Byron is writing from the perspective of Minerva herself or in Greek 

terms, Athena. Byron pointedly aims at Elgin for his destruction of the Parthenon in this excerpt 

from the eighth stanza: 

"For Elgin's fame thus grateful Pallas pleads, 
Below, his name- above, behold his deeds! 
Be ever hailed with equal honour here 
The Gothic monarch and the Pictish peer: 
Arms gave the frrst his right, the last had none, 
But basely stole what less barbarians won. "(Gibbons) 
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This was the first place in the poem that Byron actually named Elgin, and his insults are 

extremely clear. While Elgin may be hailed as a hero in Britain for bringing the marbles back 

from Greece, Byron writes, he will forever be seen as a thief in Greece. The fifth line in this 

stanza also refers to Elgin and the British monarch and to the Turkish domination of Athens. It 

was thanks to this domination that Elgin was able to remove these sculptures. Furthermore, 

Elgin's divorce and bankruptcy were common knowledge in England, especially in Parliament. 

Byron also comments on this when he writes in the eighth stanza "See here what Elgin won, and 

what he lost! Another name with his pollutes my shrine ... " (Gibbons). Here he is also referring 

to the fact that Elgin and Lady Elgin had carved their names into one of the columns on the 

Acropolis during the expedition, just as so many tourists before them had done. The Ottoman 

government showed little regard for Greek antiquities and paid no attention to the defacement of 

the columns. Byron was also referring in eleventh stanza to Minerva as the virgin goddess and 

defiling her shrine. Elgin's divorce from Lady Elgin was a highly public affair that drew a lot of 

unwanted attention to the fact that he was left with nothing to his name and yet he still had 

children to support. In addition, Elgin married again in 1810 and that marriage also produced 

several more children which left Elgin further in debt (St Clair 1967). Byron also slightly 

criticizes Elgin's parenting skills in this excerpt from his eleventh stanza: 

"First on the head of him who did this deed 
My curse shalllight,- on him and all his seed: 
Without one spark of intellectual fire, 
Be all the sons as senseless as the sire . . . " (Gibbons) 

Byron's writings continued to haunt Elgin as he attempted to sell the marbles to save his financial 

position. 



Jack 14 

Lord Elgin's Second Issue: Selling the Collection to Parliament 

Lord Elgin decided in 1810 that he desperately needed to rid himself of the collection he 

had amassed in Greece and decided he would try to sell them to the British government for the 

British Museum. Elgin first spoke with the Librarian of the British Museum and with the Speaker 

of the House of Commons (St Clair [967). After speaking to them, Elgin began to draw up an 

expense report detailing the individual costs of the expedition to Greece. By the time he had 

finished this, E[gin valued the entire expedition at about 70,000 pounds (St Clair 1967). Elgin 

sent all of this information in a letter to Parliament. Within a few months, the replies began to 

come in, but each was more disappointing than the one that came before it. The Prime Minister's 

reply was the first one that E[gin received. Prime Minister Spencer Perceval refused Elgin's 

proposal and issued a personal attack in his response, reminding Elgin that he no longer held the 

seat of a Parliamentary member (St Clair [967). The Paymaster General's response was no better 

than the Prime Minister's, although more polite. He told Elgin that Parliament was only willing 

to purchase the collection for 30,000 pounds, less than half of Elgin's calculated expenses (St 

Clair 1967). Dissatisfied with these responses, Elgin continued to make the case for more than 

the meager amount that was currently being offered. On May 11 , 1812 Prime Minister Spencer 

Perceval was shot and Elgin's negotiations halted (St Clair 1967). For the time being, Elgin was 

left to continue to showcase his collection in the pitiful makeshift shed at Burlington House and 

to lobby among his aristocratic friends for the importance of the marbles to Britain. 

Lord Elgin Makes a Second Attempt and the Marbles are Sold 

The second set of marbles that Elgin had collected eventually left Malta and fmally 

landed in England in May of 1812. Unfortunately for Elgin, he was also being pressured to 

remove the marbles from Burlington House, since the Duke of Devonshire had sold the property. 
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At the same time Elgin was feeling the repercussions of Byron's criticism of Elgin in another 

work "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage" (St Clair 1967). However, Elgin was about to get a lucky 

break in his miserable cycle of bad luck following him and his precious collection. In April of 

1814, Elgin received word that Napoleon had been forced to abdicate the throne in France (for 

the first time). (St Clair 1967). This gave Elgin the break he needed and allowed him to see new 

paths for selling the marbles to Parliament, which he was bent on doing. As soon as he could, 

Elgin left for Paris to visit Ennio Quirino Visconti who worked at the Capitoline Museum in 

Rome and had gone to Paris to recover some antiquities taken by Napoleon (St Clair 1967). 

Elgin cut a deal with Visconti that would put a little money back in his pocket while he worked 

with Parliament to rid himself of the marbles. Elgin told Visconti that he could visit the 

marvelous collection in England for a small fee and upon Visconti's return to France, Visconti 

would begin a memoir of the marbles also for a fee that they would discuss later (St Clair 1967). 

Visconti agreed and in October of 1814 made a trip to London to see the collection, still at 

Burlington House (St Clair 1967). Upon his return to France, Visconti made good on his promise 

by starting the memoir through a letter to Elgin's friend Sir William Hamilton who then gave the 

letter to Elgin (St Clair 1967). This beautifully written letter was the opportunity that Elgin was 

looking for. Visconti's letter gave Elgin the foundation for the new campaign to rid himself of the 

marbles. 

Once again Elgin encountered a potential problem. On March 1, Napoleon invaded 

Antibes, and Lord Elgin again was the victim of political turmoil (St Clair 1967). Considering 

how far in debt he was, Elgin couldn't wait for the war to be over; he needed to act. Regardless 

of the fact that the British government was now involved in a second war with Napoleon, Elgin 

decided he was going to pursue the issue of the marbles again. With the encouragement of his 
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friend Hamilton, Elgin wrote to the Chancellor of the Exchequer to suggest that direct dealings 

with the British Museum be discontinued in favor of a Select Committee of the House of 

Commons who could evaluate the collection and advise the nation at what price to buy them (St 

Clair 1967). The government was in favor ofthis even, though it meant that Elgin was now 

relying solely on Parliament to make a decision. His petition was presented to the Committee on 

June 15, 1815, the same month Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo (St Clair 1967). Elgin knew, 

however, that the issue would lapse into the next session of Parliament which wouldn't be until 

1816 (St Clair 1967). In the meantime, the collection remained in the yard at Burlington House. 

Parliament reconvened in February of 1816. For the second time, Elgin presented his 

petition, and this time it was debated on February 23, 1816 (St Clair 1967). On this occasion, 

Parliament was split about whether they should buy the collection. Part of the committee was in 

favor of buying the marbles because they felt that the collection would enhance the culture of the 

country (St Clair 1967). The other half believed that it was a waste of money and that the funds 

could better be used to assist the soldiers coming back from war. Some questioned whether 

Elgin's position as an ambassador actually gave him the right to remove anything during his 

expedition (St Clair 1967). However, the Committee managed to come together and Lord Elgin's 

petition was fmally heard (St Clair 1967). On June 7, 1816 the government looked to Parliament 

to vote on the amount that they had agreed on which was the sum of 35,000 pounds, and in 

August Elgin finally removed the collection from Burlington House to the British Museum in a 

temporary hall that had been built to house them (St Clair 1967). Lord Elgin was fmally free of 

the marbles that had been cursing him since he left Athens. 

The Aftermath of the Elgin Marbles Affair and "Elginism" 
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After Lord Elgin sold the marbles to the British Museum, he was still very deep in debt. 

Elgin did at least manage to regain his seat in the House of Lords in 1820 but he was still never 

able to repay his creditors (St Clair 1967). Elgin eventually moved to Paris, and died there on 

November 4, 1841 (St Clair 1967). It took his family thirty years more to fully payoff what 

Elgin owed. For all his efforts, the Parthenon marbles cost Elgin his family, his home and mostly 

his life. 

In the years following this incident, a term came to light that was both mocking Elgin's 

endeavor and stood as a symbol to others not to follow in his footsteps. From the period of 1801-

1812 the term "Elginism" came into circulation (Taylor 2014). Elginism generally refers to 

unethical or illegal appropriation of cultural property during times of war or occupation by 

another power (Taylor 2014). Literally, "Elginism" refers to "the taking of cultural treasures, 

often from one country to another (usually to a wealthier one)" (Taylor 2014). This term, then, 

might be thought of as Lord Elgin's legacy. 

The Ongoing Debate 

Since Elgin, there has an ongoing debate as to whether the Elgin marbles belong 

in the British Museum or whether they should be returned to Greece to reside with the rest of the 

Parthenon marbles. The two major views that have emerged are those of the British Museum and 

the Greek Ministry of Culture. 

The Views ofthe British Museum 

The British Museum believes that the marbles are a permanent part of the 

museum with the Parthenon Gallery built specifically to hold the marbles. The museum has 

argued that the collection has been well protected and cared for in the British Museum, and the 

Parthenon marbles are a major attraction for tourists visiting London. Moreover, the British 
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Museum claims to be an all-inclusive museum, an "Encyclopedic Museum," that showcases 

artifacts from cultures around the world and that the Parthenon Marbles rightly belong in such a 

museum for all the world to see in juxtaposition to other collections, ancient and modem. The 

museum sees itself as doing a service to the world by holding onto the marbles (Rose-Greenland 

2013). 

The British Museum largely made the case for the marbles to remain in the British 

Museum based on the environmental conditions in Greece (Hitchens 2008). The rest of the 

friezes that remained on the Acropolis was being damaged from the poor environmental 

conditions and was wasting away due to acid rain. The British Museum was concerned about 

further damage to the frieze , especially since they believed that Greece intended to reinstall the 

original blocks upon the completion of the restoration of the Parthenon. 

The British Museum also argued that Athens (up until 2012) did not have the proper 

facility to hold the marbles. The original Acropolis Museum did not have the space to display all 

of the marbles adequately, and the facility in general was poor, lacking in environmental 

controls, proper lighting and display conditions. 

Furthermore, the British Museum claimed that the marbles had now been in their 

possession for so long that they have become part ofthe national identity of Britain. To the 

British Museum and Britain as a whole, the marbles" ... became emblems of British nationhood. 

They functioned as signifiers of particular as well as universal cultural identity. They belonged 

simultaneously to no nation, to every nation, and to Britain" (Rose-Greenland 20 J3 :PAGE). 

Buying into the idea of nationalism and nationhood is exactly why the government suddenly 

bought them. According to Rose-Greenland, this is why Parliament eventually saw these relics as 

priceless rather than a waste of money (2013). The acquisition was " ... to use public displays of 
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borrowed art to imitate and surpass other nations' cultural prestige" (Rose-Greenland 2013: 659). 

These public displays allowed Britain to boast that they were the most cultured among the 

nations in the cultural and museum acquisition race. A display of Greek or Roman artifacts was a 

symbol of status and wealth, and the Parthenon marbles perfectly expressed this for the British 

nation. To the British Museum, the marbles stand as a symbol of Britain. They helped to define 

British masculinity and allowed Britain to compare its youth with the white marble gods from 

the Parthenon (Rose-Greenland 2013). These sculptures ..... can be read as white people, British 

white, as Elgin and his circle saw it" (Rose-Greenland 2013). The marbles became symbols of 

the British people as much as they were and still are of the country. 

The Greek Point of View and the New Acropolis Museum 

To Greeks, the Parthenon marbles are the essence of their national patrimony, harking 

back to a time when Greece was in its glory days. The Parthenon marbles symbolize the 

greatness of Greece, both ancient and modem that they were taken from them by Elgin at a time 

they were under the domination of a foreign power, the Ottoman Turks, is, to the Greeks, a crime 

that must be remedied. 

Beginning in the 1980s, under the leadership of the Greek Minister of Culture Melina 

Mercouri, the Greek government began making formal requests to recover the marbles from the 

British Museum. Greece began to establish new laws and ordinances in the city to remedy the 

acid rain and smog issues that were damaging the ancient monuments. In 2012, the new 

Acropolis Museum was built to combat the claim that Athens did not have the space and 

facilities to store and care for the marbles. The Greek government argued that there was also 

damage done to the Parthenon marbles in the British Museum when a vigorous cleaning regimen 

was implemented in the 1930's. Old photographs of the frieze show details of the cavalry, for 
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example, with veins visible on the stomachs of the horses; these are no longer visible due to this 

aggressive cleaning process. Athens has also made an effort to give the people of Greece a voice, 

one that they did not have during Elgin's plunder. The "Young Neighbors ofthe Acropolis" 

Project is one such effort to include the voices of the school children around the Acropolis, 

encompassing the new generation that could benefit from the return of the collection to Athens. 

A new Acropolis Museum was built at the base of the Acropolis over an archaeological 

site. The upper floor of the museum sits at an angle and is parallel to the Parthenon above on the 

Acropolis, allowing the gallery that now holds the remnants of the Parthenon marbles to be 

viewed in relationship to its former home atop the Acropolis. According to some "the new 

museum was designed by the Greek state as a 'new arc for the nation', and the then Greek Prime 

Minister, K. Karamanlis, said as much at its 2012 inauguration: 'symbol of our confidence ... proof 

that culture and history unite Greek society ... etemal source of inspiration for the future'" 

(Plantzos 2011). While the Acropolis Museum stands as a source of pride for the country, one 

could also say that Greece had a not so hidden agenda in its construction. The Acropolis 

Museum is clearly Greece's response to the allegations by the British Museum that it had no 

proper home for the collection it is seeking to have repatriated. 
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Figure 2. The New Acropolis Museum in Athens. The top floor contains the Parthenon Marbles 
(Plantzos 2011). 

Before the New Acropolis Museum was built, the main attack on Greece's claim to the 

Elgin Marbles collection was that they did not have a place to store them and take care of them 

since the old musewn on the Acropolis was badly outdated for such things. Dimitris Plantzos 

pointed out in his analysis of the new museum that it was "planned to a great extent as a counter-

argument against the British Museum's claim that the Greeks had no suitable museum for the 

Parthenon marbles even if they ever returned to Athens, the new Acropolis Musewn seems to 

deal with this matter quite effectively" (20 I I). The hall displays the impressive sculptures from 

all the buildings and areas of the Acropolis, and shows the frieze series in its proper order. 

However, visitors will notice that some of the missing pieces are filled in with plaster casts, the 

casts being obvious because the true marble was more of a honey color while the plaster casts are 
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completely white (Hitchens 2008). The Acropolis Museum has been able to show that their 

methods of display allow the marbles to remain intact and visualized as they once were atop the 

Parthenon at its height. The argument regarding who has the better facility, who can properly 

care for the collection, who the collection rightfully belongs to, and where it should be displayed 

can now be separated. 

The "Young Neighbors of the Acropolis" Project: Youthful Greek Voices on the Issue of 
Repatriation 

The "Young Neighbors of the Acropolis" Project was started in 20 I 0 by a local school in 

Athens that looks up on the Acropolis from where is situated. These children feel that the 

Parthenon marbles are an important part of their national heritage and must be returned to the 

country. Stella Katsarou-Tzeveleki says that the project " ... was launched in 2010 on the absolute 

initiative of the Acropolis School Parents Association, with the aim to contribute to the national 

claim by advocating an approach that would be focusing more on the privileged identities of the 

claimers as "children" and "neighbors" to the missing sculptures, rather than national citizens and 

generic heirs of a worldwide glorious cultural property" (20 I 0). While it seems that everything 

else that the parents and national citizens have tried has failed thus far, this brilliant idea may yet 

make an impact on the case to bring the marbles back to Greece. The project also developed a 

plan to engage a global audience by publishing a multilingual anthology of children's art 

(Katsarou-Tzeveleki 2010). The idea that children are actually involved in this argument says a 

lot. This project gave the children a way to express their feelings on the subject through visual art 

that was to be distributed to several embassies, especially ones that were supporting the Greek 

point of view (Katsarou-Tzeveleki 20 I 0). Their work symbolizes" ... the Acropolis and 

particularly the Parthenon, which carry the weight of the present's promise to the Greek nation, 

to protect this unbroken existential relationship through time by virtue of history and a sense of 
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continuity, the glorious past, the present and the future of Greece" (Katsarou-Tzeveleki 2010: 

220). The children's art may yet prove to help the case for the Parthenon Marbles in many ways. 

The Eupbronios Krater and Repatriation Lessons as a Comparison to the Elgin Marbles 

Many years after the Elgin Marbles affair, in the late 1990s to early 2000s, the case of the 

Euphronios krater serves as a prominent example of the theft and repatriation of a classical 

antiquity, though under very different circumstances than the Elgin affair. In 1972, one of the 

largest and most prestigious museums on the east coast, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York, purchased a remarkable 6th century Greek red-figure vase on the art market. A krater is a 

large two-handled bowl that is able to hold roughly seven gallons ofliquid and was used for 

mixing water and wine (Watson and Todeschini 2006). The Euphronios Krater, as it is popularly 

known, was bought by the Met for one million dollars, an amount thought at the time to have 

been outrageous. 

The Euphronios Krater is aptly named, as it is signed by both the painter Euphronios and 

the potter Euxitheos and dates to around 515 B.C. The vase is known above all others for its 

exquisite painting and its precise lines are compared to works by other painters (von Bothmer). 

The vase itself has two handles on the sides, representing the division between the scene on the 

front and the scene on the reverse (von Bothmer). The front side shows the death of Sarpedon 

who was killed by Patroklos before the battle at Troy (von Bothmer). The myth says that his 

father prayed to Apollo to bring his son' s body back to his homeland for burial. Sarpedon' s body 

is positioned facing front, which allowed Euphronios to showcase his talent in painting the 

human anatomy. The reverse side shows warriors putting on their armor and picking up weapons 

for battle. The central figure in this is nearly nude but all figures are identified by painted names 

associated with Greek mythology and the history of Attica (von Bothmer). 
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Initially, the provenience and circumstances of the Euphronios Krater's discovery were 

murky. With journalists, outraged archaeologists, and some of the Met's own staff asking 

pointed questions about where this vase came from, the truth finally emerged. Not only was it 

discovered that the pedigree had been falsified, but in the course of the investigation one of the 

largest antiquities theft rings in Italy was revealed. 

The Met purchased the Euphronios Krater from an American dealer named Robert Hecht 

who passed onto the Met forged documents designed to mislead the museum or at least to 

provide some official "cover" for the purchase of the vase they almost certainly knew was 

illegally exported. Hecht, in turn, had purchased the vase from a notorious Italian dealer named 

Giacomo Medici who, as was later revealed, was the kingpin in a chain ofItalian looters. He had 

a warehouse in Switzerland with a showroom set up like a museum exhibition hall where 

curators from museums with funds could go shopping for all the Italian antiquities they could 

possibly want (Watson and Todeschini 2006). His warehouse was eventually searched in 1995 

and his stolen possessions seized. Archaeologists and authorities understood at that moment that 

thousands of Etruscan and other tombs must have been looted for him to have amassed such a 

collection (Watson and Todeschini 2006). Authorities were stunned at the collection they found. 

Between the artifacts and photographs discovered in Medici's so-called Corridor 17, authorities 

counted over 7000 objects in total (Watson and Todeschini 2006). These photographs and other 

documents and inventory lists were important evidence for widespread illegal activity. Some of 

the photographs were dated, showed the pieces in situ, in their original context, with a measuring 

tool to indicate size (Watson and Todeschini 2006:57). Medici was arrested and tried for the theft 

of archaeological artifacts. 
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Medici's stolen relics made it into other museums around the world including the Getty 

Museum, the Glyptotek in Munich, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Cleveland Museum 

of Art, the Harvard' s Fogg Museum, the Louvre, and the British Museum (Watson and 

Todeschini 2006:109). Medici made millions off ofthese museums. In fact, at an auction house 

in London, "throughout the 1980s, Giacomo Medici probably sold more antiquities at Sotheby' s 

than any other single owner" (Watson and Todeschini 2006:27). Sadly, Sotheby' s often 

overlooked the fact that none of Medici's artifacts carried any sort of provenance associated with 

them " . . . because all were illegally excavated and smuggled out ofItaly" (Watson and 

Todeschirli 2006:27). And, for the case of the Euphronios Krater, the Met could no longer 

pretend that the vase was acquired legally. It was clear that it was stolen from a tomb in the 

Etruscan cemetery ofCerveteri, in what became known as the "Medici Conspiracy". 

In the 1990s, the international UNESCO Convention that had been reached in 1970 was 

strengthened with the UNIDROIT convention that went into effect in July of 1998. This 

agreement stated that "the possessor of a stolen cultural object required to return it shall be 

entitled, at the time of restitution, to payment of the fair and reasonable compensation provided 

that the possessor neither knew nor ought reasonably to have known that the object was stolen 

and can prove that it exercised due diligence when acquiring the object" (UNIDROIT 

Convention 1995). Basically this meant that any dealer, collector or museum that was purchasing 

an object that did not have proper background and bought on "good faith" had to take its own 

measures to ensure the object was legal to own (Watson and Todeschini 2006). The Met was 

unable to do this because they purchased the artifact from Hecht via Medici and associates but 

had known there were serious questions about the legality of the acquisition. The director of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Philippe de Montebello, pointed out to the public in 
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New York that it was difficult for the Met to hold its claim on the krater since it was bought 

under the pretense of "good faith" (Watson and Todeschini 2006). Though at the time there was 

only circumstantial evidence to prove where the vase came from, the Italian government 

proceeded with its case in the court of public opinion to force the Met to repatriate the 

Euphronios Krater to Italy. In November of2005, de Montebello met with an official from the 

Italian Ministry of Culture and, after negotiations, an agreement on the krater was reached in 

2006 (Watson and Todeschini 2006). The Met would return nineteen artifacts to Italy, including 

the krater, in exchange for the krater remaining on display in the Met until 2008, after their new 

antiquities gallery had opened, and in return for a series of loans of objects from Italy of quality 

similar to that of the Euphronios Krater (Watson and Todeschini 2006). 

The Euphronios Krater is now installed in the Villa Giulia Museum in Rome. Despite the 

clear justification for its return, unfair criticism has been leveled that the krater receives fewer 

visitors today in Rome than it did in New York City (Kimmelman 2009). The krater sits in what 

is described as a "bulky glass case with odd little Christmas lights" (Kimmelman 2009:Cl). One 

reporter postulated that because Cerveteri is known for its tomb robbers and because of the 

overexposure that the repatriation of the krater received, the Italian public became uninterested in 

the krater (Kimmelman 2009). However, to Italy this was a matter of cultural patrimony, an 

illegal export from its country, and the looting of an archaeological site. Surely, no one can argue 

that the Euphronios Krater is not in its proper home. 

The Issue of Repatriation 

Despite the rancor and the damage done by the Euphronios Krater incident and the 

"Medici Conspiracy" it ended for the Met and the Italian government in an acceptable solution 

for both parties. The Elgin Marbles debate is still an ongoing issue, of course. The British 
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Museum and the Ministry of Culture of Greece have not been able to come to any agreement 

concerning the return of the Elgin Marbles since the British Museum is not considering any 

options. The solutions are not easy to find. Should the marbles go back to Athens in toto or 

remain split between the two institutions, with plaster casts filling the empty spaces so the 

entirety of the frieze, missing metopes, and pedimental sculptures can be visualized? 

Both sides have failed, however, to consider the modem technology they now have 

access to and the many routes they could take to possibly make both countries feel like they have 

not given up part of their culture. One example of a solution could be a virtual tour of the 

collections to show the sequence of the pieces of the frieze in their proper order. Each museum 

could photograph the original pieces in their custody and combine them into an online database 

which virtually shows the Parthenon marbles in their original context. The plaster casts that each 

museum dislikes so much would no longer be an issue in this online virtual tour. Furthermore, 

they could also photograph the pieces in their museum context and provide a link to the other 

part of the collection allowing viewers to the site access to the other portion of the original 

marbles that one museum does not have. It would allow one collection to be linked to the other 

so that the Parthenon sculptures no longer seem incomplete. As a result, neither country has to 

claim that it is giving up part oftheir current cultural treasures. This technological method has 

proved effective in several examples such as the University of Pennsylvania Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology's Ur Project and similar projects at other museums such as the 

Smithsonian Institution. 

The example I fmd most significant for this issue is the Penn Museum's Ur Project. The 

Ur Project was spurred by the looting of the Baghdad Museum in 2003 and an interest in fully 

documenting the collection from the site ofUr. The museums that share in this project at the 
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moment are the British Museum and the Penn Museum in Philadelphia. Directors in both places 

felt these artifacts would be extremely difficult to recover should they disappear; they worried 

that the destruction of records of these artifacts is also a risk (University of Pennsylvania 

Museum 2013). In an effort to preserve the records, the museums sought funding for digitization. 

In 2003-2007, the British Museum in London finished scanning the thousands of pages offield 

notes from the original excavations in Ur and eventually the field photographs as well 

(University of Pennsylvania Museum 2013). In 2011, the Penn Museum received a grant from 

the Leon Levy Foundation, allowing the museums to begin the project and see if the end result 

was actually feasible (University of Pennsylvania Museum 2013). By 2012 they were able to 

prove that the project was feasible and in 2013 Penn's goal to digitize the collection began 

(University of Pennsylvania Museum 2013). So far, the British Museum's and the Penn 

Museum's collections have been linked, and the hope is that the Baghdad Museum will 

eventually be able to join the online community. Looking at the Penn Museum website, one can 

easily search both the Penn Museum's collections and the British Museum's collections. The 

links to both have been provided. I see this as a great example of something that the British 

Museum and the Acropolis Museum could agree to do, as a fust step toward the unification of 

the Parthenon Marbles. The British Museum has already shown that they have the technology to 

carry out such a project, and technological capabilities in Greece are unquestionably high to 

collaborate on such an endeavor. 

Another potential solution to the Parthenon Marbles dilemma is one partly taken from the 

Euphronios Krater solution. If the British Museum agreed to return the Elgin Marbles, Greece 

might agree to a series of long-term loans of objects from the Acropolis that would fill the 
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British Museum' s Parthenon Galleries with a rotating exhibition of collections that British and 

international visitors to the British Museum might not otherwise have a chance to see. 

Finally, both countries could set up a rotation of the marbles from one to the other. 

Through security, and transport, and the costs would be difficult, this would allow both museums 

a chance to display the original pieces that they wouldn't normally have. In this compromise 

solution, Greece would not take the collection back from the British Museum entirely. The hall 

in the New Acropolis Museum was designed to accommodate the pieces that Lord Elgin took 

from Greece in the 1800s so the contemporary display of the Elgin Marbles alongside the rest of 

the Parthenon sculptures would not be a problem. 

Conclusion 

Both countries are at a standstill regarding this issue because both can say that they have 

some legitimate claim to the marbles. The claim that Athens no longer has an adequate facility to 

hold the marbles is now nullified since the construction of the New Acropolis Museum. While it 

is widely known that Britain did somewhat damage parts of the marbles through its vigorous 

cleaning regimen in the 1930s, it is not possible to accuse the museum of not properly caring for 

the pieces in the current day. This situation has a resolution, but it will be one that unfolds over 

many years, with each side making some concessions and agreeing to meet to discuss the 

possible ways that each can get something of what they want to receive or retain. 
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