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Note	to	Reader:	

	 This	somewhat	rambling	essay	was	occasioned	by	a	trip	I	took	last	month	to	

Greece	where	I	saw	the	copies	of	the	Riace	Bronzes	that	had	recently	been	put	on	

display	in	Argos.		What	connection	do	these	famous	statues	discovered	in	Italy	have	with	

this	workaday	city	in	the	Peloponnesus?		After	several	weeks	of	a	deep	dive	into	this	

question,	I	discovered	that	the	answer	touched	upon	the	larger	issue	of	the	looting	of	

cultural	heritage,	a	topic	that	had	long	interested	me	in	my	professional	career	as	an	

archaeologist.		While	I	hope	that	my	Classicist	friends	and	colleagues	may	be	amused	by	

the	quirky	suggestion	I	make	here	and	do	not	Nind	this	essay	simplistically	boring,	I	also	

hope	that	those	readers	for	whom	this	is	a	new	subject	may	not	be	overwhelmed	by	the	

minutiae	I	go	into.		This	essay	is	not	meant	to	be	an	introduction	to	the	topic	of	the	

plundering	of	cultural	heritage;	I	hope,	however,	that	the	supplied	references	may	help	

anyone	who	wants	to	follow	up	on	this	issue.	

	 Are	there	statutes	of	limitations	for	the	return	of	looted	works	of	art?	
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	 Any	discussion	of	the	return	of	stolen	art	might	start	with	the	thousands	of	works	

of	art	the	Nazis	conNiscated	from	Jewish	collectors	or	forced	Jewish	art	dealers	to	sell	at	

devalued	prices	during	WWII.		The	Wikipedia	page	“List	of	claims	for	restitution	for	

Nazi-looted	art”	enumerates	over	250	cases	in	19	countries,	including	40	claims	in	the	

US;	most	of	these	stolen	works	of	art	have	been	returned,	other	cases	have	been	settled	

through	compensation,	while	some	cases	are	still	outstanding.		In	February	2022,	the	

French	government	voted	to	return	15	works	of	art	in	public	museums—including	the	

Louvre	and	the	Musée	d’	Orsay—that	had	been	looted	from	Jews	in	WWII.	

	 Because	the	Nazi	theft	of	Jewish-owned	art	occurred	70	to	80	years	ago,	most	

Nazi-looted	art	that	has	been	returned	has	gone	to	the	heirs	of	the	original	Jewish	

owners.	

	 But	what	happens	if	works	of	art	or	items	of	cultural	heritage	had	been	stolen	

even	longer	ago?	

	 The	ancient	kingdom	of	Benin—in	what	is	now	Nigeria—is	a	case	in	point	for	

objects	plundered	over	a	century	ago.		In	February	1897,	an	expeditionary	force	of	

armed	British	soldiers	systematically	looted	the	royal	compound	in	Benin	City,	removing	

some	3,000	artworks	of	carved	ivory	and	casted	metal	(erroneously	described	as	

bronze,	although	the	metal	is	actually	brass);	the	majority	of	this	looted	material	was	

auctioned	in	London	and	ended	up	in	public	and	private	collections	in	Britain,	France,	

Germany,	the	United	States,	and	elsewhere.		Recently,	in	recognition	of	the	injustice	of	

this	cultural	assault	on	what	was	essentially	the	visual	history	of	the	Benin	kingdom,	

Western	governments	and	museums	have	begun	to	return	stolen	Benin	art	to	Nigeria.		

In	2017,	the	French	president	Emmanuel	Macron	declared	that	artifacts	of	African	

heritage	should	no	longer	be	held	in	French	museums.		Last	year,	the	University	of	

Aberdeen	and	Jesus	College	of	Cambridge	University	each	returned	one	Benin	artifact	in	

their	possession.		In	June	2021,	the	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art	in	New	York	returned	

to	Nigeria	two	Benin	brass	plaques	that	it	had	acquired	in	1991.		[Lest	the	generosity	of	

the	Met’s	act	of	reparation	be	overvalued,	it	should	be	noted	that	the	two	Benin	plaques	

it	returned	had	been	stolen	in	the	1980’s	from	the	National	Museum	in	Lagos;	the	Met	

continues	to	possess	some	160	to	300	works	of	Benin	art.]		In	August	2022,	the	German	

government	signed	an	agreement	with	the	National	Commission	for	Museums	and	

Monuments	(NCMM)	in	Nigeria	to	return	512	Benin	artifacts,	a	third	of	which	would	

remain	in	Berlin	for	ten	years	on	loan.		In	October	2022,	the	Smithsonian	Museum	
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returned	29	Benin	bronzes	to	the	NCMM	in	Nigeria.		In	November	2022,	the	Horniman	

Museum	in	London	returned	to	Nigeria	six	of	the	72	Benin	artifacts	in	its	collection,	with	

the	understanding	that	the	remainder	would	remain	on	loan	for	a	year	before	they	too	

would	be	repatriated.					

	 Other	African	cultural	artifacts	looted	by	Western	nations	are	also	being	

repatriated.		In	November	2021,	artifacts	looted	by	British	soldiers	Nighting	in	Abyssinia	

in	1868	were	repatriated	to	Ethiopia	from	collections	in	Britain,	Belgium,	and	the	

Netherlands.	

	 As	David	Frum	(2022)	has	put	it,	“the	repatriation	of	stolen	objects	has	become	a	

ritual	of	self-puriNication	through	purgation.”		In	addition	to	assuaging	any	guilt	that	

museums	and	collectors	might	feel	by	owning	art	and	artifacts	looted	by	colonialists	or	

Nazis,	the	repatriation	of	looted	objects	by	these	museums	and	collectors	puts	pressure	

on	other	institutions	and	individuals	to	follow	suit	with	their	own	efforts	at	reparations.		

But	as	Frum	has	observed,	simply	returning	looted	objects	to	their	countries	of	origin	

can	be	fraught	with	problems;	he	notes	that	the	return	of	Benin	artworks	to	Nigeria	has	

become	embroiled	in	a	debate	between	the	government	of	Nigeria	(which	plans	to	

house	them	in	an	Edo	Museum	of	West	African	Art	in	Benin	City	to	be	designed	by	David	

Adjaye)	and	the	current	Oba	(king)	of	Benin	City	(who	claims	all	of	the	art	looted	from	

his	predecessor’s	palace).	

	 No	such	internal	problems	are	involved	with	the	Elgin	Marbles—perhaps	the	

most	well	known	case	involving	a	requested	return	of	looted	art	to	its	country	of	origin.	

These	marble	sculptures	come	the	Parthenon	in	Athens	constructed	between	447	and	

432	BCE	under	the	direction	of	Phidias.		They	were	taken	down	from	the	Parthenon	

between	1801	and	1812	by	agents	working	for	Thomas	Bruce,	7th	Earl	of	Elgin.		Elgin,	

who	was	the	British	ambassador	to	the	Ottoman	Empire,	transported	the	marbles	to	

London	with	the	permission	of	the	Ottoman	authorities	who	controlled	Athens	at	the	

time;	the	marble	sculptures	were	then	sold	to	the	British	Museum	in	1816.		When,	in	

1983,	the	actress	and	then	Minister	of	Culture	of	the	Greek	government	Melina	Mercouri	

made	a	formal	request	for	the	return	of	the	Elgin	Marbles,	some	of	the	old	arguments	

justifying	their	remaining	in	London	might	still	have	had	some	merit:		to	whit	that	these	

masterpieces	of	Classical	Greek	art	had	been	better	cared	for	and	had	been	seen	and	

appreciated	by	more	people	in	the	British	Museum	than	they	would	have	been	had	they	

remained	in	Athens.		But,	forty	years	on,	these	arguments	no	longer	hold	water,	if	they	
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ever	did,	especially	after	the	spectacular	new	Acropolis	Museum	of	Athens	opened	in	

2009.		Located	on	the	south	slope	of	the	Acropolis,	the	Acropolis	Museum	now	houses	

plaster	copies	of	the	Parthenon	pediments,	metopes,	and	frieze,	together	with	the	few	

original	fragments	that	had	remained	in	Athens;	these	copies	of	the	Parthenon	marbles	

are	displayed	so	that	the	visitor	views	them,	not	arranged	at	eye-level	against	the	walls	

of	an	interior	gallery	as	they	now	are	in	the	British	Museum,	but	rather	as	a	person	in	

Classical	Athens	would	have	seen	them,	mounted	above	the	visitor	who	looks	up	at	them	

while	walking	around	a	gallery	whose	dimensions	match	that	of	the	ancient	temple.		

	 	[A	few	weeks	ago	I	had	the	privilege	of	visiting	the	Acropolis	Museum	for	the	

Nirst	time	in	my	life;	to	see	even	these	copies	on	display	at	the	top	of	the	museum,	with	

the	real	Parthenon	looming	above	through	the	glass	ceilings	of	the	museum,	was	a	very	

moving	experience!		And	just	a	few	days	ago,	after	I	had	started	to	write	this	essay,	the	

news	broke	that	the	British	and	Greek	governments	have	started	new	negotiations	for	

the	repatriation	of	the	Elgin	Marbles,	with	the	goal	of	returning	them	to	Athens	next	

year	(Seymour,	2022).]	

	 So	it	would	seem	that	that	a	case	can	be	made	that	cultural	treasures	removed	

even	two	centuries	ago	should	be	returned	to	the	place	of	their	origin.		But	should	that	

statute	of	limitation	be	extended	even	further	back	in	time?	

	 What	about	the	case	of	a	major	monument	in	Delphi,	Greece?		In	324	AD,	the	

Roman	Emperor	Constantine	the	Great	took	the	Serpent	Column	from	the	sanctuary	of	

Apollo	at	Delphi	and	erected	it	in	the	hippodrome	of	his	new	capital	of	Constantinople	

(Istanbul).		The	Serpent	Column—also	known	as	the	Platean	Tripod—is	a	bronze	

column	of	three	intertwined	serpents	whose	heads	originally	supported	a	gold	tripod;	it	

had	been	dedicated	to	Apollo	from	the	spoils	obtained	by	the	Greek	forces	who	had	

defeated	the	invading	Persian	army	at	the	battle	of	Platea	in	479	BCE.		By	the	time	that	

the	2nd-century	CE	traveler	and	geographer	Pausanias	visited	Delphi,	the	gold	tripod	had	

been	removed	(presumably	by	the	Phoceans	who	sacked	Delphi	during	the	mid-4th-

century	BCE	Third	Sacred	War)	but	the	bronze	Serpent	Column	was	still	there.		And	

today,	the	8-meter	high	bronze	Serpent	Column—minus	its	serpent	heads—still	stands	

in	Istanbul	where	Constantine	the	Great	had	placed	it.	

	 In	2015,	a	smaller	bronze	replica	of	the	Serpent	Column	was	erected	at	Delphi,	

on	its	original	stone	base	discovered	by	French	archaeologists	near	the	altar	of	the	

Temple	of	Apollo.		As	far	as	I	know,	no	one	has	ever	called	for	the	return	of	the	Serpent	
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Column	from	Istanbul	to	Delphi.		There	are	several	reasons	why	its	return	might	not	be	

appropriate.		An	argument	could	be	made	that	its	original	theft	happened	so	long	ago—

nearly	1,700	years	ago—that	its	return	would	amount	to	a	cancelation	of	history.		The	

Serpent	Column	has,	after	all,	spent	more	than	twice	the	amount	of	time	in	Istanbul	than	

it	previously	had	spent	in	Delphi.		But	even	if	one	were	to	reject	the	argument	that	1,700	

years	is	over	the	statute	of	limitation	for	the	return	of	purloined	art,	it	would	be	hard	to	

make	the	case	that	Delphi,	or	even	Greece	in	general,	has	a	strong	cultural	claim	to	the	

monument.		Unlike	the	Elgin	Marbles,	whose	association	with	the	Parthenon	and	with	

Greece	in	general	has	never	been	forgotten,	few	people	in	Greece	today	are	aware	that	a	

major	monument	in	Istanbul	had	once	stood	in	Delphi.		And	then	there	is	the	practical	

consideration	of	the	ongoing	animosity	between	Greece	and	Turkey.	

	 The	laws	involving	the	return	of	stolen	art	are	convoluted	and	controversial.		

Much	of	the	legal	wrangling	in	cases	involving	stolen	art	centers	around	what	is	called	

“choice-of-law”	issues—questions	of	what	set	of	laws	have	jurisdiction	in	cases	where	a	

stolen	work	of	art	is	sold	to	a	good-faith	buyer.		Do	the	laws	of	the	state	where	the	work	

of	art	was	originally	stolen—the	lex	originis—apply,	or	should	the	case	be	judged	by	the	

laws	of	the	state	where	the	transaction	occurred—the	lex	situs	rule?		The	issue	is	

important	as	different	nations’	laws	differ	in	regard	to	the	onus	an	original	owner	has	to	

report	a	theft	and	in	regard	to	the	degree	to	which	a	buyer	must	exercise	due	diligence	

to	insure	that	they	are	not	purchasing	stolen	property;	the	discrepancy	in	these	laws	has	

often	been	taken	advantage	of	by	unscrupulous	thieves	to	obtain	a	legal	title	to	sell	their	

stolen	loot.		As	Symeon	Symeonides	(2021,	p.	1178)	noted:	

It	has	been	said	that	trade	in	stolen	art	and	antiquities	is	‘the	second	
biggest	international	criminal	activity	after	narcotics,’	and	it	is	estimated	
to	net	from	one	to	ten	billion	dollars	annually.		Since	much	of	this	trade	
occurs	across	state	borders,	it	is	relevant	to	the	law	of	conNlict	of	laws.	

There	is	a	growing	consensus	among	legal	scholars	to	call	for	the	use	of	lex	originis	laws	

designed	to	curb	the	criminal	trade	in	stolen	art	and	antiquities	(e.g.	Bibas,	1994;	

Fincham,	2008;	Symeonides,	2021).	

	 Other	issues	arise	in	cases	involving	looted	antiquities	or	other	items	of	cultural	

heritage,	where	the	original	ownership	is	claimed	by	a	nation	and	not	a	private	

individual.		The	topic	of	the	protection	of	cultural	heritage	has	spawned	a	substantial	
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literature	(e.g,	Pantos	Pantos’	undated—but	apparently	current	to	2013—bibliography	

lists	over	200	articles	and	books	on	the	topic.)		Much	of	the	efforts	to	protect	cultural	

heritage	has	involved	international	treaties.			

	 Prominent	among	these	is	the	UNESCO	1970	Convention	on	the	Means	of	

Prohibiting	and	Preventing	the	Illicit	Import,	Export	and	Transfer	of	Ownership	of	

Cultural	Property.		The	1970	UNESCO	treaty	recognizes		

.	.	.		that	the	illicit	import,	export	and	transfer	of	ownership	of	cultural	
property	is	one	of	the	main	causes	of	the	impoverishment	of	the	cultural	
heritage	of	the	countries	of	origin	of	such	property	and	that	
international	co-operation	constitutes	one	of	the	most	efNicient	means	
of	protecting	each	country's	cultural	property	against	all	the	dangers	
resulting	there	from.	

In	1970,	the	United	States	Senate	gave	its	unanimous	consent	to	this	treaty,	which	went	

into	effect	in	1972;	to	date	some	141	other	countries	are	co-signatories.			

	 In	June,	1995,	the	organization	UNIDROIT	(Institut	International	pour	

L’UniNication	du	Droit	Prive)	ratiNied	a	Convention	on	Stolen	or	Illegally	Exported	

Cultural	Objects.		This	convention	expressed	its	“deep	concern”	over		

the	illicit	trade	in	cultural	objects	and	the	irreparable	damage	
frequently	caused	by	it,	both	to	these	objects	themselves	and	to	the	
cultural	heritage	of	national,	tribal,	indigenous	or	other	communities,	
and	also	to	the	heritage	of	all	peoples,	and	in	particular	by	the	pillage	
of	archaeological	sites	and	the	resulting	loss	of	irreplaceable	
archaeological,	historical	and	scientiNic	information		

The 1995 UNIDROIT convention sets a statute of limitation for claims for restitution:

(3)	Any	claim	for	restitution	shall	be	brought	within	a	period	of	three	
years	from	the	time	when	the	claimant	knew	the	location	of	the	
cultural	object	and	the	identity	of	its	possessor,	and	in	any	case	
within	a	period	of	Nifty	years	from	the	time	of	the	theft.		

(4)	However,	a	claim	for	restitution	of	a	cultural	object	forming	an	
integral	part	of	an	identiNied	monument	or	archaeological	site,	or	
belonging	to	a	public	collection,	shall	not	be	subject	to	time	
limitations	other	than	a	period	of	three	years	from	the	time	when	the	
claimant	knew	the	location	of	the	cultural	object	and	the	identity	of	
its	possessor.		

(5)	Notwithstanding	the	provisions	of	the	preceding	paragraph,	any	
Contracting	State	may	declare	that	a	claim	is	subject	to	a	time	
limitation	of	75	years	or	such	longer	period	as	is	provided	in	its	law.	
A	claim	made	in	another	Contracting	State	for	restitution	of	a	cultural	
object	displaced	from	a	monument,	archaeological	site	or	public	
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collection	in	a	Contracting	State	making	such	a	declaration	shall	also	
be	subject	to	that	time	limitation.		

In November, 2001, UNESCO passed another convention, On the Protection of 

Underwater Cultural Heritage.  The preamble to this convention expresses it “deep concern” 

over “the  increasing  commercial  exploitation  of  underwater  cultural  heritage, and in 

particular by certain activities aimed at the sale, acquisition or barter of underwater cultural 

heritage.”  The convention calls for 

States  Parties  shall,  individually  or  jointly  as  appropriate,  take  all  
appropriate  measures  in  conformity  with  this  Convention  and  with  
international  law  that  are  necessary  to  protect  underwater  cultural  
heritage,  using  for  this  purpose  the  best  practicable means at their 
disposal and in accordance with their capabilities. 

One more international agreement relevant to the topic at hand is the European 

Union’s March, 1993, Directive On the Return of Cultural Objects Unlawfully Removed 

from the Territory of a Member State (93/7/EEC).  This Directive calls for 

. . . administrative cooperation should be established between Member 
States as regards their national treasures, in close liaison with their 
cooperation in the field of stolen works of art and involving in 
particular the recording, with Interpol and other qualified bodies 
issuing similar lists, of lost, stolen or illegally removed cultural objects 
forming part of their national treasures and their public collections.

Since the passage of these treaties, there has been a steady stream (more of a trickle 

than a flood) of restitutions of stolen antiquities back to their countries of origin.  Most 

notably for our concerns here are the artifacts that have been returned to Italy and Greece (cf. 

Gill and Chippindale, 2007; La Follette, 2013; and the posts in David Gill’s blog Looting 

Matters).  Of these, especially notable is the Attic early red-figure Euphronios krater that the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art returned to Italy in 2008, after the then Director of the Met 

Thomas Hoving purchased it in 1972 even though he knew that it had been looted from an 

Etruscan tomb.  Another notable example of the restitution of stolen antiquities to Italy is the 

so-called Orpheus and Sirens group—three life-size late-4th-century BCE terracotta statues 

that were looted near Taranto, the city in southern Italy that had once been a Greek colony.  In 

April 2022, Matthew Bogdanos and the Antiquities Trafficking Unit of the Manhattan District 

Attorney’s Office provided the Getty Museum with information that these statues, which the 

Getty purchased in 1976, had been illegally dug up in Italy, together with a 2nd-century CE 

colossal marble head of a divinity, a 2nd-century CE stone mold for casting pendants, and a 
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4th-century BCE Etruscan bronze thymiaterion that the Getty purchased in 1996.  In 

September 2022, these antiquities were returned to Italy, where they were put on display in 

Rome’s newly inaugurated Museum of Rescued Art on the grounds of the Baths of 

Diocletian; the terracotta statues will eventually be installed in a museum in Taranto.

If the return of the Orpheus and Sirens group can be seen as triumph of the 

collaborative work of the Italian carabinieri art theft division and the Manhattan Antiquities 

Trafficking Unit, such is not the case with another antiquity held by the Getty Museum, the 

Getty Bronze (a.k.a. the “Bronze Statue of a Victorious Youth” or, as it is known in Italy, “la 

atleta di Fano”).  As Derek Fincham (2014) outlines, the case of the Getty Bronze poses 

special problems.  Originally pulled up in 1964 in the nets of fishermen from Fano when they 

were fishing in international waters of the Adriatic between Italy and Yugoslavia, the statue 

was brought to Fano without anyone from the Fano customs authorities or the Italian 

Department of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage being informed of its discovery.  After being 

hidden in various places in Italy, the statue was smuggled to Brazil and then to Germany, 

where it was restored and eventually purchased by the Getty in 1977, only months after the 

death of the museum’s founder, J. Paul Getty, who had refused to buy the piece without a 

thorough and diligent inquiry into the title history of the bronze statue.

Court cases over the Getty Bronze have taken place in Italy for over a decade, with 

the Italian government seeking the return of the statue while the lawyers for the Getty 

Museum argued that the work was Greek and not Roman (“it is not and has never been part 

of Italy’s cultural heritage”).  The Getty also argued that “Accidental discovery by Italian 

citizens does not make the statue an Italian object. Found outside the territory of any modern 

state, and immersed in the sea for two millennia, the Bronze has only a fleeting and incidental 

connection with Italy.”  Rejecting these arguments, the highest court in Italy, the Court of 

Cassation, ruled in December 2018, that the Getty Bronze should be returned to Italy.

It remains to be seen what the ultimate fate of the Getty Bronze will be, and whether a  

court might rule that the mutual legal assistance treaties the US has signed with Italy and with 

the EU justify its forfeiture and return to Italy (a position that Fincham (2014) supports).   But 

in the meantime, the bronze statue remains in Malibu.

As an archaeologist, I am naturally sympathetic to any nation’s request for the return 

of looted archaeological artifacts, but I must say that the Getty’s arguments do seem to carry 

some weight.  While there is some debate among scholars about whether the Getty Bronze is 

an original work of the famous 4th century BCE sculptor Lysippos or of a later artist working 
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in his style (cf. Frel, 1982; Mattusch, 1997), art historians are unanimous in declaring the 

work to be Greek and not Roman.  Scholars also agree that the bronze statue had almost 

certainly been displayed somewhere in the ancient Greek world and that it ended up at the 

bottom of the Adriatic Sea in a shipwreck after having been looted by the Romans sometime 

in the 2nd or 1st centuries BCE.  [For more on the Roman looting of art from the territories it 

had conquered, see Margaret Miles’ definitive study Art	as	Plunder,	2008.]		Like the Cape 

Artemision bronze, the Antikythera Youth, the Marathon Boy, and other life-size Greek 

bronze statues found in Mediterranean waters, the Getty Bronze owes its existence to having 

been lost in a shipwreck after the Romans looted it; had it remained above ground, it almost 

certainly would have eventually been melted down like virtually every other ancient Greek or 

Roman bronze statue.  [A handful of other life-size ancient bronze statues have survived 

because they had been buried in antiquity, such as the famous Charioteer of Delphi, which 

apparently had been buried in an earthquake, or the Boxer and the Hellenistic Ruler which 

had been intentionally buried in the Roman period near the Palazzo Massimo of Rome, where 

they are now on display.]

And then there is the old Elgin Marbles argument, that the Getty Bronze has been 

seen and appreciated by more people in the Getty Villa than it would have been had it 

remained in the small seaside port of Fano, where the villagers want it displayed were it to 

return to Italy.  But the Getty Bronze has already been in California for 45 years and has been 

thoroughly studied by experts.  And while perhaps only the most diehard aficionados of 

Classical Greek art might trek out to Fano to see it if it ended up there, were it to be displayed 

in Rome’s Museum of Rescued Art it would certainly be seen by more Italians and Europeans 

than had ever gone to Malibu to see it.

But, no matter where it might be displayed, returning the Getty Bronze to Italy poses 

other problems.  Do we really want to reward a double looting—a presumed original Roman 

looting two millennia ago and the smuggling of the antiquity out of Italy in the 20th century?  

But if the Getty Bronze should be repatriated, where should it go?  Although it certainly had	

originally been erected in a Greek city-state or sanctuary, that might have been in what is now 

Greece, or Turkey, or Libya, or even southern Italy itself.  

And all this bring us, at last, to the Riace Bronzes.
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The	Riace	bronzes,	Museo	Nazionale	della	Magna	Gracia,	Reggio	Calabria,	Italy.	

	 There	are	many	questions	surrounding	the	Riace	Bronzes,	beginning	with	their	

discovery.		We	do	know	that	they	were	pulled	from	the	waters	of	Reggio	Calabria,	Italy,	

in	1972,	but	there	are	conNlicting	stories	about	whether	a	vacationing	pharmacist	from	

Rome	Nirst	discovered	them	while	snorkeling	off	the	coast	of	Riace,	or	whether	they	

were	Nirst	found	by	four	teenagers	from	Riace	itself.		There	are	also	rumors	that	another	

bronze	statue	had	been	removed	from	the	waters	before	the	authorities	from	the	

Ministry of Cultural Heritage arrived.		We	also	do	not	really	know	how	the	statues	came	

to	end	up	in	Riace.		Although	they	presumably	were	on	a	ship	that	wrecked	there,	an	

extensive	search	has	revealed	no	traces	of	any	shipwrecks	in	the	area.		This	stretch	of	

the	Calabrian	coastline	is	subsiding,	and	it	is	possible	that	the	statues	had	been	on	land	

there	that	has	subsided	since	antiquity,	although	this	is	highly	unlikely.		On	the	other	

hand,	there	is	evidence	that	the	statues	had	been	repaired	in	antiquity,	perhaps	in	Rome	

(Castrizio,	2018),	and	it	is	possible	that	they	had	originally	been	looted	by	the	Romans	

from	a	Greek	city-state	or	sanctuary	and	displayed	in	Rome,	from	whence	they	were	

being	transferred	to	Constantinople	in	the	4th	century	AD	when	the	presumed	ship	

carrying	them	wrecked.	

	 Not	surprisingly,	art	historians	have	debated	about	who	this	pair	of	heroic	nudes	

might	represent	and	what	Classical	Greek	artist(s)	may	have	created	them	(cf.	Malacrino	

and	Castrizio,	2018).		Some	have	suggested	that	they	may	have	come	from	Delphi,	either	

from	the	Athenian	dedication	to	the	Battle	of	Marathon	or	from	the	Argive	Exedra	of	the	

Kings	of	Argos,	while	others	hypothesize	that	they	are	the	bronze	statues	of	Erechtheus	
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and	Eumolpos	that	Pausanias	(1.27.4)	noted	were	near	the	Temple	of	Athena	on	the	

Athenian	Acropolis.		Daniele	Castrizio	(2021)	has	reviewed	the	various	theories	that	art	

historians	have	proposed	for	the	identiNication	of	the	Riace	Bronzes	while	making	a	

strong	case	that	they	represent	the	Theban	“Fratricides”	—Eteocles	and	Polynices	(the	

sons	of	Oedipus)—and	that	they	are	original	mid-5th	century	BCE	works	by	the	famous	

Pythagoras	of	Rhegion.	

	 Regardless	of	the	uncertainty	over	who	the	Riace	Bronzes	may	represent	or	who	

may	have	made	them,	there	is,	however,	one	thing	about	the	statues	that	is	without	

doubt.		A	recent	scientiNic	study	of	the	traces	of	the	clay	cores	still	adhering	to	the	

interior	of	both	statues	(Jones,	et	al.,	2016)	has	revealed	that	both	had	been	cast	in	

Argos,	Greece.	

	 And	this	leads	us	to	an	interesting	question:		should	the	Riace	Bronzes	be	

repatriated	to	Greece?	

	 The	mayor	of	Argos,	who	last	August	erected	in	the	city	copies	of	the	Riace	

Bronzes	(dubiously	attributed	to	the	school	of	the	ancient	Argive	sculptor	Ageladas),	

seems	to	be	calling	for	their	repatriation.			

	 A	strong	case	can	be	made	that	the	Riace	Bronzes	had	originally	been	dedicated	

at	some	Greek	city-state	or	sanctuary	two	and	half	millennia	ago	and	that	four	or	Nive	

hundred	years	later	they	were	looted	by	the	Romans.		Although	the	Riace	Bronzes	are	

like	the	Getty	Bronze	in	that	we	cannot	tell	whether	that	Roman	looting	occurred	in	

what	is	now	Greece,	Turkey,	Libya,	or	even	southern	Italy,	we	do	at	least	know	that	they	

had	been	made	in	Argos,	Greece.		And	even	if	the	pair	had	spent	some	time	in	Rome	

before	being	translocated,	they	are	unlike	the	Serpent	Column	of	Istanbul	in	that	they	

had	not	become	integrated	into	the	cultural	fabric	of	Rome;	even	if	they	had	spent	a	few	

hundred	years	in	ancient	Rome,	the	Riace	Bronzes	would	have	spent	a	millennia	and	a	

half	in	the	sea	before	the	modern	state	of	Italy	was	formed.		And	the	Riace	Bronzes	are	

unlike	the	Euphronios	krater,	which	we	know	had	originally	been	made	in	Athens	

around	515	BCE;	the	Euphronios	krater	had	been—presumably	“legally”—traded	to	the	

Etruscans	in	antiquity	before	it	was	buried	in	a	tomb	in	Ceveteri,	where	it	sat	for	two	

thousand	years	before	it	was	looted	by	art	thieves	in	1971.			

	 Then	there	is	the	question	of	the	statute	of	limitations	called	for	in	the	1995 

UNIDROIT convention.  The original owners of the Riace Bronzes certainly did not make a 
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formal declaration of their theft within three years after they had been looted by the Romans. 

(To whom would they have made such a declaration, the Roman Senate?)  And the Riace 

Bronzes have no Cicero, who, in his 70 BCE prosecution of Gaius Verres, accused the 

rapacious former Roman governor of Sicily of having “carried off all the statues, all the 

works in ivory out of the sacred temples, all the paintings from every place, and even 

whatever images of the gods he fancied . . .” (Against Verres 2.21.50).  [Margaret Miles, 

2008, has documented how these Ciceronian speeches condemning the looting of art were 

positively received in early modern Europe and helped set the stage for our current laws, 

conventions, and treaties protecting cultural heritage.]  

And even the UNIDROIT convention makes a provision that a claim for the 

restitution of looted cultural heritage might be extended to 75 years or even longer.  After all, 

the Riace Bronzes were only pulled out of the sea in 1972, and it’s only been since 2016 that 

the citizens of Argos could have known that they were originally made in their city.

	

	 	

Italian	postage	stamps,	1981.	

	 Realistically,	of	course,	it	is	not	likely	that	the	Italian	government	would	sanction	

the	repatriation	of	the	Riace	Bronzes	if	the	mayor	of	Argos	were	to	ask	for	them,	even	if	

the	Italians	were	to	recognize	that	they	had	been	looted	by	the	Romans	two	millennia	

ago.		These	magniNicent	Classical	Greek	bronze	statues	have	become	the	stars	of	the	

Museo	Nazionale	della	Magna	Gracia,	Reggio	Calabria,	and	they	have	even	been	featured	

on	Italian	postage	stamps.		But	imagine	the	impact	it	would	have	if	Italy	were	to	send	the	

Riace	Bronzes	to	Greece!		The	Italians,	who	have	been	the	leaders	in	seeking	the	return	

of	their	looted	cultural	heritage,	would	be	seen	as	being	particularly	magnanimous	in	

honoring	the	spirit,	if	not	the	law,	of	the	UNESCO	conventions.		Such	a	act	may	even	

move	the	Getty	to	return	la	atleta di Fano.	
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