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PARTHENON MARBLES — RESTITUTION 

Statement 
HON PETER KATSAMBANIS (North Metropolitan) [9.45 pm]: I rise tonight to add my voice to the 
millions of voices around the world who are calling for the restitution of what is an international cultural icon. 
Tonight, I also want to show how Western Australia’s own history could help correct this international cultural 
anomaly. I speak of course of the restitution and reunification of the Parthenon marbles. I raise it tonight because 
two events in Perth in the last week have given rise not only to people starting to think about this issue in 
Western Australia, but also to show a way forward, and how Western Australia’s history can show a way 
forward. 
Late last week a very important exhibition opened at the Western Australian Museum. It will be the last major 
international exhibition at the current location of the museum before the building of the new museum. 
A History of the World in 100 Objects exhibition is on loan to the Western Australian Museum from the 
British Museum. It displays two million years of human history in 100 objects. I commend the exhibition to 
everybody. Given that it will be the last major exhibition at the current museum, it would be worthwhile for all 
Western Australians to see it. As we know, one of the important sets of artefacts that the British Museum owns 
will not be there; that is remnants, or parts of, the Parthenon marbles that Lord Elgin took from Athens in the 
early part of the nineteenth century, which eventually found their way, in a potted history, to the 
British Museum. 
The other event that happened over the weekend that made me make the link between Western Australia, the 
British Museum and these marbles was the commencement of major construction works at Yagan Square. It will 
be a wonderful new square near the Horseshoe Bridge in the centre of Perth’s CBD. The work commenced on 
Sunday with a traditional Whadjuk Noongar turning-of-the-soil ceremony. That square of course will be named 
after Yagan, who is a very important nineteenth century Aboriginal warrior and leader and someone who is 
famed for trying to bring together Aboriginal leaders and European settlers. Of course, Western Australians 
know that Yagan was killed in 1833 after a bounty was placed on his head. Unfortunately, his body was 
dismembered and his head used to collect the bounty. The head of Yagan, interestingly enough—a bit like the 
marbles that Elgin hacked off the Parthenon—ended up in England after being taken there by Governor Irwin 
when he finished his commission in Western Australia. The head ended up in a Liverpool museum where it spent 
many years before the museum figured it did not have much use for it and buried it in an unmarked grave. After 
a very long campaign, Yagan’s head was returned to Western Australia in 1995. The whole idea of that 
campaign was that under Noongar spirituality, when a body is incomplete, it is considered that the person’s spirit 
cannot be set free and it is held captive. The people who led the campaign to bring Yagan’s head back to 
Western Australia, and eventually got to do it in 1995, were trying to reunify Yagan’s skeletal remains so that his 
spirit could be set free rather than be earthbound. The act of returning Yagan’s skull to Western Australia 
indicates that there is precedent and history for the British to correct historical anomalies and to reunify things, in 
our case, a body, and in the case of the Parthenon marbles, to reunify the marbles so they can tell the story they 
had told for over 2 000 years before Elgin took his implements and hacked them off the wall. 
Over the years there have been many calls to reunify the marbles, and the British Museum has rejected every 
single one of them and has come up with all sorts of reasons and excuses. First of all, the British Museum 
claimed it owned title. I think we are way past wondering who owns the title and who does not. Then it claimed 
that Elgin’s act of hacking the marbles off the Parthenon somehow or other preserved them. Of course, all the 
other marbles that remained on the Parthenon have been well preserved and, in fact, the marbles that currently 
reside at the British Museum were partially damaged after some misguided attempt in the 1930s to scrub them to 
make them lighter than they were ended up causing damage to the marbles. Therefore, that argument does not 
really fly. For many years the British Museum claimed that it would be unsafe to return the marbles to Athens. 
Athens has built a wonderful new Acropolis Museum adjacent to the Parthenon and the Acropolis and the 
remaining marbles have been placed on a frieze where particular space has been left to make way for the return 
of the marbles so that they can be placed there and, as I said, so that the interpretation of the entire story the 
marbles told can continue to be told in one place, complete, so that they are not spread across the world. 
The other argument that the British have always used is that the marbles are too old and fragile; they cannot be 
moved and they are better left in the British Museum. A few years ago the British Museum sent part of the 
collection of the Parthenon marbles it had to Russia for an exhibition, which highlights, obviously, that they are 
not too fragile and that with modern methods of transport and storage that they can be transported. As I said, 
Britain has in the past shown, with the return of Yagan’s skull to Western Australia, that it is prepared to correct 
cultural anomalies and errors. It is about time that Britain demonstrated that with the Parthenon marbles as well. 
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At the moment here in Western Australia, where we have this significant British Museum exhibition, I have 
taken the liberty of highlighting this once more. I do not think I need to tell members that the movement for the 
reunification of the Parthenon marbles is an international movement, headed by people from all corners of the 
globe, some of them very well known, who have all come to the conclusion that it is extremely important that, 
where we can, things of cultural significance, be they human, in the case of Yagan, or physical, in the case of the 
Parthenon marbles, are best kept together so that they can be united and the spirit that was originally intended is 
brought together and released. 
With those few words, I think Western Australia has shown that if we work hard enough and long enough, we 
can achieve these often difficult outcomes when dealing with museums in Britain. I hope that we can continue to 
show the way and that one day when people visit the Acropolis Museum in Athens, they will be able to see the 
entirety of the Parthenon marbles rather than having them disunited and spread between two museums as they 
are at the moment. 

House adjourned at 9.55 pm 

__________
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