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C O M M E 

The Return of the 
Part henonMa rbl es"-;-

The possible restitution of 
the Parthenon Marbles is still a 
current issue in cultural politics, 
and an issue whose resolution may 
have consequences for the problem 
of the restitution of cultural 
property in general. 

The reality of the problem 
has become increasingly obvious and 
it recently (12th October) culmi
nated in the formal Greek demand 
f or the Part henon Marbles. 

Changes can be detected within 
the attitudes of the public, poli
ticians, and academics, as reflect
ed in the frequent coverage of the 
issue in newspape rs and on tele
vision, and radio. Much of thi s is 
due to the thorough research and 
extensive lobbying of 'The British 
Commi ttee for the Restitution of 
the Parthenon Marbles' . The work 
of this committee, which includes 
the publication of a booklet, a 
survey among members of Parliament, 
representation at international 
conferences on the problem of re
stitution and extensive press 
coverage of their activities, is in 
itself a unique and impressive 
example of the power and potenti al 
of 'grassroots' activities which 
should be a cha ll enge for us all. 

At the recent ICCM conference 
(I ,1t,irnationa l Counc il of Museums) 
a reso lution was passed on the 
return of cultural p roperty to its 
country of origin. No example was 

* * * 

Within the last few years 
Bri t ish archaeology has experienced 
several drasti c organi sa tional 
changes and seen new rules and 
pr inciples introduced. Many of 
these will profoundly change the 
environment of work as well as 
influence the internal structure of 

N T A R Y 

mentioned, but the Parthenon 
Marbles most certainly must have 
been in everyone's mind. Among 
nearly 1000 voting delegates there 
were no votes against the resolu
tion and only 10 abstentions (half 
of which constituted the five
member British delegation). In 
comparison with the 1982 UNESCO 
conference, where 52 countries were 
in favour of the return of the 
Marbles compared to 26 abstentions 
and 11 against, this seems to sig
nal a significant change in inter
national attitudes towards the pro
blem of restitution. Delegates 
from West Germany, Holland and 
Denmark , countries which in 1982 
voted · against the return of the 
Parthenon ~arbles, now positively 
support the return of the Marbles 
(ref. The British Committee for the 
Restitution of the Parthenon 
Marbles). 

Against this background it 
will be very interesting to see the 
degree and manner to which changes 
expr essed in these international 
councils will be reflected in the 
real world of policy making. The 
formal demand for the Marbles has 
turned the issue into a political 
question, where the decision made 
might set a norm for future 
actions, will the polit i cians 
accept that cultural objects, 
howeve r old or exoti c, can have 
political and symbolic val ue of 
con temporary importance, as inter
national cultural councils have 
suggested should be the case? And, 
will archaeologists recogni se and 
accept this as well? 

* * * 
the di sc ipline. The forthcoming 
creation of a new Commission for 
Ancient Monuments and Hi s toric 
Buildings, the Cunliffe report and 
similar official reshuffling of the 
organisational structures are 
among the most obvious instances; 
but other aspects such as volun-

teers, the MSC-programmes, unionis
ation, the ' Institute of Field 
Archaeologists' etc., might also 
cause considerable and potentially 
unwanted consequences for archae
ology. Many of these consequences 
have not been thoroughly discussed, 
and their importance for the future 
job s ituation with respect both 

* * * 

The Interpretation of the 
Archaeological Heritage. 

As issue 2:1 
archaeologists are 
creas ingly aware of 
to serve the public 
to be accountable to 

of ARC showed, 
becoming in
the need both 
adequately and 
it. 

However, there is, as often, a 
great disjunction between what is 
said and what is done . Archae
ologists rarely consider what will 
happen to the products of their 
work material and natural re
mains, site plans, photographs, 
etc. after they have been used 
to produce a report and safely 
housed in an archive. The t ask of 
curating this archive is then often 
left to museum workers, who, partly 
through lack of funds, are rarely 
able to present the results of 
archaeological research in a way 
that is interesting to anyone other 
than a comnitted student of archae
ology. 

I feel that if archaeologists 
want to serve the public and not 
just themselves, then the r esults 
of archaeological research mus t be 
communicated in intelligible fash
ion to as wide a number of people 
as possible. The large numbers of 
people in treasure-hunting clubs, 
interested in genealogy, local hi s
tory, and ' heritage ' programmes on 
television show how much enthusiasm 
there is for the past. Archae
ologists can channel t his interest 
by writing not just for their aca
demic pee rs, but also for someone 
wi t h only a passing interest in 
archaeology; by using amateurs in 
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to availability and nature of 
work -- makes them very important 
for generations of unes tablished 
archaeologists. It seems essen
tial to di scuss these aspects of 
our s ubject, and ARC welcomes com
ments and letters concerning these 
issues. 

* * * 
guides 

popular 
and by 

evidence 
all the 

their research; by giving 
and lectures, by publishing 
accounts of their work; 
giving advice on the way 
should be presented via 
audio and visual media. 

The funds are available to do 
this sort of wor~ The financial 
magnates in the City have been 
persuaded recently to invest in 
tourism, and Goverment grants to
talling £35 million a year are 
available for the tourism and lei
sure industry. One place where 
novel interpretation methods have 
been used -- the Vik ing Jorvik 
Centre in York -- received the 
maximum grant for such a heritage 
project from the English Tourist 
Board. 

It is easy to sneer at such 
attempts at popularisation and to 
retire into academic pedantry. A 
more productive approach would be 
for archaeologists, whether in 
museums, f i eld unit s or research 
establishments, to join forces with 
those experienced in tourism , in
terpretation and mass communication 
in order to present a past which i s 
widely intelligible . These popu
larisat ions do not have to take the 
form of traditional 'histories' of 
particular periods or peoples; 
issues of current debate can also 
be comnunicated to a wider 
aud ience . 'The archaeology of mind' 
is potentially of just as grea t (if 
not more) interest to the public as 
the archaeology of Roman Britain . 
What is required is the ability to 
express complex ideas in a clear 
way something at which archae-


