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Introduction 

 
During the period of antiquity, Roman conquerors acquired 

many works of art as spoils of war plundered from Greek sanctuaries 
and cities, as evidenced by the Roman writer Pliny the Elderly (Gaius 

Plinius Secundus, 23-79 AD) in his Natural History, in the passages 
dedicated to the history of art (published in 77 AD) (Bojic, 2011). 
According to Plutarch's Parallel Lives of the Noble Greeks and 

Romans (Marcelo, 21), the Roman military leader Marcus Claudius 
Marcellus enlarged his triumph with the Greek statues looted in 
Syracuse (212 BC), and used them to decorate the Roman squares 
(Plutarchus, 1988: 444 445). After the conquest and devastation of the 
ancient city of Corinth (146 BC), Pliny the Elder in the Natural 

History (XXXV, 4) notes that the Roman military leader Lucius 
Mummius Achaicus placed the plundered vaults at auction, on which 
occasion Atallus, king of Pergamon, offered six thousand denars for 
one of Aristide's paintings. Surprised by the price, and having become 
aware of the value of the painting, he interrupted the auction and 
transferred the painting to the temple of the goddess Cerera, on which 
Pliny reports: "In my opinion, this was the first time that a foreign 
painting had been exhibited in a public place in Rome" (Bojic, 2011: 
86). After Sulla occupied Athens (86 BC), the city of ancient glory was 
exposed to the killings and plunders by the Roman army for several 
days (Sulla, 12-13) (Plutarchus, 1988a). Pliny the Elder also mentions 
some examples of restitution of works of art that had religious or other 
value to their place of origin (Bojic, 2011). 

The plundering of Greek works of art continued during 
peacetime, as evidenced by a well-known legal case of the litigation 
initiated in 70 BC by Cicero (Marcus Tullius Cicero) against Gaius 
Verres, governor to Sicily and the 'specialist for the plundering of 
artistic works in provinces', who will later become 'the prototype of an 
art thief' (Sauron, 2013: 44; Samardzic, 2017: 54 58). When Cicero 
collected evidence and witnesses under the authority of the praetorian 
court, he pressed charges against Verres (70 BC), thus condemning all 
violence against culture. In the section dedicated to works of art in his 
paper "Against Verres" (in Verrem) Cicero (XXXIV, 74) writes that 
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the Roman military leader Scipio Africanus, after he had conquered 
Carthage, restored the Sicilian works of art to its citizens (including the 
statue of Diana from the city of Segesta) which had been plundered by 
the Carthaginians during the Third Punic War (in the 2nd Century BC) 
(Cicéron, 2015: 125). But when Gaius Verres, that plunderer of all 

sacred property, arrived to Sicily as praetor, he immediately ordered 
the magistrates to remove the statue of Diana from the pedestal, after 
which it was transferred to Rome with other works of art, which 
caused great turmoil among the citizens. The empty pedestal, which 
had been removed upon the order of Gaius Verres, was later returned 
by the citizens of Sicily to remind them of the Scipio Africanus and his 
restitution (Cicéron, 2015: 124 127). 

In the later history, Napoleon's confiscations of the works of art 
throughout Europe and Egypt, which had the official support of the 
Convention (1794) and the Directory (1796), were carried out in the 
name of the ideas of enlightenment, and the leading role in them was 
played by the eminent art historian Dominique-Vivant Denon, who 
became the first director of the Louvre in 1802. (Houpt, 2006: 33; 
Samardzic, 2017: 62 65). In a directive sent by the Directory to 
Napoleon from Paris, which calls for confiscations, it is said that "the 
time has come for the empire of art to be transferred to France in order 
to strengthen and adorn the empire of freedom" (Fire and Ozuf, 1996: 
124). Among the many masterpieces transferred to the Louvre in the 
period 1794-1811 were the sculptures of The Apollo Belvedere and The 
Laocoön Group from the Vatican, as well as the paintings by Raphael, 
Titian, Correggio, Rubens, Rembrandt and others. In the framework of 
Napoleon's contracts with Italian dukes, they were forced to hand over 
works of art in exchange for peace (Englund, 2008; Lubliner-Mattatia, 
2007). During the campaign in Egypt (1798-1801), Napoleon founded 
a special Commission of the Sciences and Arts consisting of 165 
scientists who were sent to Egypt to search for works of art and 
antiquities of interest for the Louvre, after which the Department of 
Egyptian Antiquities was founded in the Louvre (Houpt, 2006). It was 
only after the Battle of Waterloo (1815), which marked the end of 
Napoleon's wars, that the very first restitution of confiscated works of 
art to their countries of origin took place (Samardzic, 2017: 65). 
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Among the first to oppose the idea of looting works of arts 
from the context which they were created in, as well as generally the 
idea of the museumization of works of art, was the famous French 
archeologist and art theoretician Quatremère de Quincy. In Letters to 

General Miranda on the transfer of Italian art monuments (in 1796), he 
condemns Napoleon's confiscations, pointing out that the removal of 
antique and Renaissance works from their historical context 
depreciates their significance and that the acquisition of goods during 
wars is immoral (Spikic, 2006). 

 
Parthenon’s or Elgin’s sculptures 

 

In 1813, when an English traveler Federico Douglas was 
passing through Athens, he noted that he was surprised by the 
"boldness of that hand who dared to remove what Phidias had set up 
there, under the supervision of Pericles", referring to the Athenian 
sculptures taken from the Parthenon which have been at the British 
Museum in London since 1816 (Valavanidis, 2004: 30). Thomas 
Bruce, the seventh earl of Elgin, a British diplomat in Constantinople 
(in the Ottoman Empire, when Greece was under its authority), 
received from Sultan Selim III a ferman or a written permission that 
his artists (whose mission was to draw and produce the casts of 
Athenian monuments) can work without being disturbed at the 
Acropolis and bring the monuments to England (Babic, 2004: 27, 30). 
The first metopes were removed from the Parthenon in July 1801, 
while Lord Elgin, who supervised the work from Constantinople, 
arrived to Athens only in 1802 (Babic, 2008: 30). When the first boxes 
with metopes and statues arrived by ships to England in 1804, a debate 
about the justification of Elgin's activities had already been initiated. 
Babic (2004: 32) writes: "This is how a great debate was sparked, still 
aflame today, on whether the sculptures from the Parthenon had been 
saved from negligence and sure destruction, or looted without any right 
from the Greek people, due to the activities of the British ambassador 
and the decisions of the Ottoman authorities. The question can also be 
posed differently: whose heritage is the Parthenon frieze - European or, 
above all, Greek? "(Babic, 2008: 32). Under the influence of Byron's 
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attitude towards the Athenian Acropolis (in the poem "Childe Harold's 
Pilgrimage"), one part of the public became sceptical about Elgin's 
intention to protect and preserve the works of art, and his project was 
perceived as an illegal and immoral plunder (Babic, 2008: 32). 
According to Valavanidis (2004: 13), it was all about "political trade" 
in order to strengthen British-Turkish ties, because the sultan, in line 
with the political situation, had to be benevolent towards the British 
ambassador especially after the English victory over Napoleon.  

Valavanidis (2004) suggests that the idea of returning the 
Parthenon sculptures was born the very moment of their removal, as 
they represent a symbol of national identity and a proof of Greece's 
contribution to the world culture, as well as the violation of the unity 
of the cultural ensemble by plundering its parts. In this endeavor, 
support from international organizations and institutions, such as the 
United Nations and UNESCO, was sought. Great Britain, as a country 
and UNESCO member, on two occasions (1984 and 1985) refused to 
return the Parthenon sculptures to Greece (Valavanidis, 2004: 29). 
When, before the start of the Olympic Games in Athens (2004), Greek 
government once again demanded the return of the Parthenon friezes 
and other sculptures, the British Museum maintained that Parthenon 
marbles would never leave England, believing that they were not just 
one nation's treasure, that the British museum's collections were 
beyond the national boundaries and that the sculptures had been 
acquired in a regular and legal way (Valavanidis, 2004: 29). 

The idea of the right of every country to preserve one part of its 
heritage as an integral part of its cultural identity was contrary to the 
concept and mission of this world museum - to represent parts of all 
humanity, of all epochs and nations (Houpt, 2006: 28). Houpt (Houpt, 
2006: 28) writes that at the end of 2002, eighteen most important 
European and American museums supported the British Museum's 
standpoint by a joint declaration against the systematic restitution of 
the works of ancient civilizations to their countries of origin, because 
otherwise many museums would have been emptied out. 

On December 9, 2015 at the initiative of Greece and with the 
support of 74 countries, the UN General Assembly adopted a 
Resolution - Return or Restitution of Cultural Property to the Countries 
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of Origin (Resolution A/RES/70/76 - Return or Restitution of Cultural 

Property to the Countries of Origin), which encourages restitution or 
the return of cultural property to their countries of origin, as well as all 
efforts to protect the cultural heritage. In the seventh article of this 
Resolution, the declarations and recommendations from international 
forums regarding the return of cultural property were adopted, which 
also apply to Greece. This adoption is also significant with regards to 
the current events in the Middle East, where the monuments of the 
world's cultural heritage are exposed to permanent destruction 
(devastation), as well as with regards to the already established links 
between trade in cultural properties and financing terrorism 
(Résolution 70/76). The Resolution points out that for the countries of 
origin it is essential to ensure the return of their cultural property 
which are of spiritual, historical and cultural significance, and at the 
same time all initiatives (by countries, institutions or individuals) for 
the return of illegally appropriated cultural property to their countries 
of origin on a voluntary basis are supported (Résolution 70/76). 

The dismantling of the Parthenon friezes is considered to be the 
greatest act of vandalism ever performed during peacetime, while Lord 
Elgin, on the other hand, considered his gesture as a "service for the art 
of England" (Valavanidis, 2004: 16). In his book "The History of 
Vandalism", art historian Louis Reau (Réau, 1994: 12) suggests that 
the term "vandalism" refers not only to the destruction (devastation) of 
monuments for ideological reasons or caprice, the changes in their 
surroundings (public vandalism), their excessive restoration 
(restoration vandalism), but also the relocation of monuments from 
their original context - elginism. 

At the same time, in the fight against the international sales of 
materials from the ruins and old monuments of France, Victor Hugo in 
his essay "War on the Demolishers" (1832) wrote the following: "We 
are told that the English paid three hundred francs to buy the right to 
remove everything they want from the ruins of the beautiful Jumiéges 
Abbey. Thus, the desecrations of Lord Elgin have been repeated in our 
country, and we draw profit from it. The Turks used to sell Greek 
monuments; we are better than them - we sell our own" (Hugo, 2006: 
51-52). 
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Victor Hugo  "War on the Demolishers" (1825 and 1832) 

 

After the July Revolution in France (1830), the writers of the 
epoch of Romanticism were the first to initiate the problem of the 
protection of historical monuments (Réau, 1994). According to Reau 
(Réau, 1994), Hugo's essay "War on the Demolishers", written in two 
versions (1825 and 1832, published in magazine Revue des deux 

monde), is a true declaration of "war on vandals" who aim to demolish 
medieval monuments of France. An important place in the essay was 
given to the idea of preserving the remains of the national history in 
the name of the representatives of science, art, taste and history, which 
shall be considered the first French manifest dedicated to the 
protection of historical monuments in the 19th century (Spikic, 2006). 
Hugo (Hugo, 2006: 52) writes: "There are two elements to every 
building - its usage and its beauty. Its usage belongs to the owner, its 
beauty to everyone; if the owner were to demolish it, this would 
exceed his own rights". 

In his writings on the protection of historical monuments, 
Hugo's critical tone led to "the changes in the perception of the Middle 
Ages" (Spikic, 2006: 21), according to which an intense interest was 
revived after the publication of Hugo's novel "Our Lady of Paris". His 
essay "War on the Demolishers" (1925) begins with the words: "If 
things continue to go this way, soon the only remaining national 
monument in France will be ”Scenic and romantic trips” (Voyages 

pittoresques et romantiques dans l'ancienne France) in which Taylor's 
pencil and Charles Nodier's pen compete with grace, imagination and 
poetics"(Hugo, 2006: 49). Judging by the number of destroyed 
monuments (castles, towers, Romanesque and Gothic churches, 
cathedrals and monasteries) which Hugo accurately describes in the 
essay (among which there are the tower of Louis D’Outremer at Laon 
and the monuments of Paris), there was not a city in France where 
central and local authorities or individuals, with their approval, had not 
brought down a historical monument, on which Hugo writes in the 
"War on the Demolishers" (1832) the following: "Every day, an old 
memory of France vanishes together with the stone on which it was 
written... Vandalism has its own newspapers, its societies, its schools, 
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its faculty departments, its audience, its initiatives. It has bourgeoisie 
on its side... We would like to erase everything from our history. We 
are devastating, turning into dust, destroying, demolishing guided by 
national ideas... We have already said that these monuments represent 
capital. Many of them, whose fame attracts wealthy foreigners to 
France, bring the country much more than they originally cost. By 
demolishing, we would deprive the country of revenues... "(Hugo, 
2006: 54, 63-65). At the end of the essay "War on the Demolishers" 
(1932), Hugo calls for active supervision of monuments, as well as the 
adoption of the law against vandalism: 

"... Laws are adopted about everything, for everyone, against 
everything, on everything. A law is also adopted to enable a transfer of 
boxes from some ministry on one side of Grenelle Street to the other. 
And for the Law on Monuments, the Law on Art, the Law for the 
French People, the Law on Remembrance, the Law on the Cathedrals, 
the Law on the Biggest Products of the Human Mind, the Law on the 
Collective Work of Our Fathers, the Law on History, the Law on What 
We Irreversibly Destroyed, The Law on What is the Most Sacred to 
People after the Future, the Law on the Past, this law, good, excellent, 
holy, useful, necessary, indispensable, urgent, we do not have time, we 
will not write it! "(Hugo, 2006: 69). 
 

Victor Hugo and the looting of The Summer Palace in Beijing 

(1860) 

 

It is quite logical that Victor Hugo, as a fighter for the 
protection of art antiquities, after the looting and plundering of the 
Summer Palace in Beijing on October 6, 1860 by the French and 
British troops during the Second Opium War "was on the side on the 
civilized, the Chinese, against the barbarians, although this "world 
miracle" was known to him only from the stories of travelers" (Hugo, 
2004: 18). He stated his opinion on the quest to China, initiated under 
the flags of Queen Victoria and the Emperor Napoleon, in his "Letter 
to Captain Butler" written in Hautville House on November 25, 1861 
and published it fifteen years after the devastation of the Summer 
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Palace (Actes et Paroles, II, Pendant l'Exil I, 1853-1861, Paris, 1875) 

(Hugo, 2004; Zenghou, 2011). 
Victor Hugo looked at the Summer Palace as "chimerical art", 

what the Parthenon is to ideal art. All that can be begotten of the 
imagination of an almost extra-human people was there. It was not a 
single, unique work like the Parthenon; it was a kind of enormous 
model of the chimera, if the chimera can have a model... Artists, poets 
and philosophers knew the Summer Palace; Voltaire talks of it. People 
spoke of the Parthenon in Greece, the pyramids in Egypt, the Coliseum 
in Rome, Notre-Dame in Paris, the Summer Palace in the Orient. If 
people had not seen it, they imagined it. It was a kind of tremendous 
unknown masterpiece, glimpsed from the distance in a kind of twilight, 
like a silhouette of the civilization of Asia on the horizon of the 
civilization of Europe... " (Hugo, 2004: 18). 

The Summer Palace was destroyed on October 6, 1860, after it 
had been looted and burnt down by the French and English troops 
together, and according to Hugo (Hugo, 2004: 18), the name of Lord 
Elgin was involved in that, too. In the letter to Captain Butler, Victor 
Hugo (Hugo, 2004: 18) continues: "What was done to the Parthenon 
was done to the Summer Palace, more thoroughly and better, so that 
nothing of it should be left. All the treasures of all our cathedrals put 
together could not equal this formidable and splendid museum of the 
Orient. It contained not only masterpieces of art, but masses of 
jewelry. What a great exploit, what a windfall! One of the two victors 
filled his pockets; when the other saw this he filled his coffers. And 
back they came to Europe, arm in arm, laughing away. Such is the 
story of the two bandits. We Europeans are the civilized ones, and for 
us the Chinese are the barbarians. This is what civilization has done to 
barbarism..." 

In February 2009, at the Christie's auctions, the collection of 
Pierre Berge and Yves Saint Laurent was offered at auction, which 
included two Chinese bronze statues - heads of a rat and a rabbit, 
whose sale was prevented due to, as it had been determined, their 
illegal provenance. China requested the restitution of these bronze 
heads since they originated from the Summer Palace in Beijing. The 
two bronze heads are parts of a total of twelve heads - representations 
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of animals from the Chinese horoscope and they decorated the fountain 
in the garden of the Summer Palace in Beijing, sculptured according to 
the drawings of the French Jesuit Michel Benoit in the 18th century. 
Pierre Berge, in return for the restitution of the two bronze statues, 
asked China to respect the human rights and free Tibet (Desnos, 2009). 
After a complex procedure that had resounded in the media, the bronze 
statues originating from the Summer Palace in Beijing were restored to 
China in 2013. 
 

Conclusion 

 

The history of the theft of works of art and antiques shows that 
the issue of appropriation of works of art and their restitution has been 
present since the period of antiquity, the most famous cases being 
those of the Roman plundering of Greek art which took place during 
the conquest of Syracuse (212 BC), Ambracia (189 BC), as well as the 
conquest of Corinth (146 BC). Cicero therefore considered the 
plundering of the Greek sanctuaries to be the greatest misfortune of the 
Greeks. While in his speech against Gaius Verres (which is considered 
to be a prototype of an art thief) he describes in detail the 
appropriation and restoration of the statue of Diana to the citizens of 
Segesta, which was appropriated from the Sicilian citizens by the 
Carthaginians during the First Punic War and then restored by the 
Romans, he creates a model upon which they will all take place in the 
future. It is a model according to which the following elements will 
always be present - works of art (Cicero describes the statue of Diana 
as a unique and perfect piece of art) the beauty of which is enjoyed by 
all the citizens; an enemy (or a victor) who also admires and considers 
them their own; citizens deprived of the symbols of their identity 
("empty pedestals" cause the feelings of loss in them), and finally, the 
atmosphere of general joy and gratitude when the restitution takes 
place (even if it was used for political purposes by the colonizers). 
During Napoleon's conquests, Pope Pius VI gave France a number of 
masterpieces to avoid the outbreak of war, but did it only after the 
signing of the Treaty of Tolentino (1797) due to the fact that the 
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promised transfer of those paintings was prevented because it had 
stirred up the emotions of the Roman people.  

During the restitution of works of art in 1815, the first ever to 
take place in history, marking the end of Napoleon's conquests, 
numerous European countries such as Germany, Austria, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Italy and Spain, demanded that France should return the 
confiscated works of art which were exhibited in its national 
collections. At that time, the only remaining paintings and sculptures at 
Napoleon's museum were those that had not been returned due to high 
transport costs, as was the case of Cimabue's "Madonna on the throne" 
(Maestà), gifted to the Louvre by the Tuscan duke; or the case of 
Veronese's "The Wedding at Cana", which was transported from 
Venice to Paris in 1797 as a spoil of war during Napoleon’s conquests 
in Italy. During this restitution rush, the bronze horses (seized during 
the Crusades, which has also sparked countless issues) were returned 
to Saint Mark's Basilica in Venice; and also the central panels of the 
polyptych "The Mystical Lamb" by the Van Eyck brothers was 
returned to the Cathedral in Ghent. Knowing the case of France, the 
British government purchased the Parthenon sculptures from Lord 
Elgin in the form of a "private collection" in order to ensure legal 
protection in the event of restitution being sought. On the other hand, 
the transfer of the Parthenon sculptures to England shook the identity 
of the cultural tradition of the Greek people, since it is a monument - a 
symbol of Hellenic, European and world civilization. According to the 
expression of Victor Hugo, Elgin's name continues to have "the fate to 
remind us of the Parthenon". The example of the restitution of the 
bronze heads from the Summer Palace in Beijing (2013) 153 years 
after the plunder, as described by Victor Hugo, shows that the complex 
issue of the return of illegally appropriated works of art and antiques to 
the countries of origin never becomes obsolete. Victor Hugo at the end 
of his letter to Captain Butler (1861) expressed his hope "that the day 
will come when France, freed and cleaned, will return this spoil of war 
to the robbed China". Nowadays, the issue of the restitution of works 
of art and antiques has become one of the main issues in the cultural 
policy of the 21st century, as pointed out by the still current issue of 
the Parthenon frieze which still causes a clash between Greece and 
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Great Britain although more than two centuries have passed since the 
transfer of the Parthenon friezes; and many other examples that 
indicate that vandalism does not depend on the civilizational level of 
the perpetrator, implying that the works of art have been appropriated 
and destroyed by both the "wild" barbarians and by highly developed 
peoples. 
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