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Hello, everyone. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Subhadra and when I 

delivered the presentation I am about to share with you, I was Curator of the Science Collections 

at University College London. I have recently given up that role and am now your garden variety 

historian and writer, still specialising in the history of eugenics and scientific racism, both of 

which I’m going to be talking about in this recording. There are also going to be some mentions 

of sexual violence. 

 

I’d like to start by making a point about repetition. You will notice there are some overlaps in my 

presentation with some of the others in the 100 Histories Project. Rather than redundancies, these 

are here for emphasis. 

 

I’d also like to repeat a point that many people have already made, which is that the work from 

which our critiques and alternatives stem is the work of hundreds of people at the British 

Museum and beyond, and the idea that Neil MacGregor is the sole author, and thus sufficiently 

knowledgeable about several millennia of human history across the entire globe, is viewed with 

scepticism even by non-specialist audiences. 

 



 

 

The object I have chosen to speak about is one Neil MacGregor had no choice but to include in 

The History of the World in 100 Objects. It lies at the heart of an iconic ontological repatriation 

debate, and as such I feel that our project has no choice but to talk about it too. It is one of the 

Parthenon sculptures. 

 

It is entitled:  

 

Parthenon Sculpture: Centaur and Lapith 

Marble relief from the Parthenon, Athens, Greece 

 

If, like me on hearing this title, you are wondering what a Lapith is, they were inhabitants of a 

Greek city-state. The scene of this particular sculpture shows what happened when the Lapiths 

invited the centaurs to a wedding, where the centaurs drank too much and ran riot, raping and 

pillaging. The Lapiths eventually overpowered the centaurs, but this is a scene of Lapith loss and 

sacrifice, showing the centaur in a victorious pose, rearing up over the body of his dead enemy. 

 

Having handily answered a question no one was asking until prompted by him, MacGregor goes 

on to consider the symbolic importance of this particular sculpture architecturally and culturally, 

to the Greeks who sculpted and installed it, to the British who “collected” and displayed it, and 

finally to the propounders of the modern Greek state. 

 



 

 

Interestingly, while the idea that the Parthenon sculptures had and have a political significance to 

Greek people both today and in the past is discussed in great detail, the idea they are similarly of 

political importance to Britain, both today and in the past, is ignored completely. 

 

A considerable part of the limited word count is devoted to describing how the meaning of the 

Marbles has changed over time. “One of the many extraordinary things about the Parthenon,” 

writes MacGregor, “is that it’s meant so many different things to different people at different 

times... it had by the 1830s,” he goes on, “acquired yet another meaning. Not as the self-image of 

one ancient city, but as the emblem of a new modern country. And it was an emblem familiar to 

all educated Europeans, through the sculptures in the British Museum, which had been on 

display since 1817.” 

 

There are two results of this way of portraying objects that are of interest to us here: 

 

1. Firstly, it goes to serve the idea that museums in Britain (as opposed to those in Greece), 

including national museums, are neutral spaces for the preservation and display of 

material culture.  

2. Secondly, and most interesting to me, it whitewashes in its entirety a history of Britain 

that is fundamentally important to British society.  This is the history of the idea of ‘race’. 

 

The story is already half-told right from the beginning. 

 



 

 

“Around 1800,” MacGregor starts, “Lord Elgin, the British Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, 

removed some sculptures from the ruins of the Parthenon in Athens, and a few years later, put 

them on public show in London.” 

 

It is certainly the case, as others, particularly Mirjam Brusius has pointed out, that how this was 

done is given no explanation, but for me the more important question was why? Generic and 

circular answers exist that these were important works of art, ‘rescued’ from a place and a people 

incapable of appreciating or caring for them properly, and made all the more important by being 

put on display in the British Museum.  

 

The whole story, is told considerably less often. It is based on the fact that The Elgin Marbles, as 

they were once known, were a central focus for the project of establishing British, so-called 

Saxon, whiteness as a superior ‘race’. Among other things, this was a way of finding a biological 

justification for the nation’s actions to further the enslavement of African people and throughout 

the Empire more widely. 

 

MacGregor does hint at this project, when he says of the sculptures, “...at the time of their 

making, they were quite a new vision of what it meant, intellectually and physically, to be 

human...”, but you have to know what this idea means, and so often we don’t because the 

conception and history of ‘race’ is practically absent in public discourse. By combining 

‘intellectually’ with ‘physically’, MacGregor is referencing the 19th-century idea that the British, 

particularly the English, were the natural inheritors of the Ancient Greeks. The combination of 

‘intellectually’ plus ‘physically’ equals ‘racially’. 



 

 

 

In the 17th Century, the Swiss philosopher Johann Caspar Lavater started to systematise the 

medieval concept of the four humours into different physical types. This idea, called 

physiognomy — the idea that the way that you look maps directly to the way that you are — had 

critics from the outset but has proved extraordinarily persistent.  

 

Lavater’s idea was seized upon by scientists: biologists, anthropologists and archaeologists 

across Europe and North America, who started to introduce ideas of hierarchy into the system. 

While the structures varied, the ranking was fairly consistent, with the people racialised as white 

at the top, and the people racialised as black at the bottom. Notable among these is Johann 

Friedrich Blumenbach’s 1776 work On the Natural Varieties of Mankind. Blumenbach, who is 

considered the father of physical anthropology, coined the term ‘Caucasian’ — after the people 

he considered to by the most beautiful, Circassian Georgians — to describe the source type from 

which other ‘races’ had developed or degenerated. 

 

In her book The Archaeology of Race, Debbie Challis explores how the idea of beauty was 

central to the theories of the Scottish doctor, Robert Knox, who was hugely influential in how we 

perceive different ‘races’ today. It was Knox who drew a connection between the Ancient 

Greeks, as depicted in classical statuary like the Parthenon Marbles, with the people he 

considered to be their natural descendants, lighter-skinned north Europeans, the so-called 

‘Saxon’ peoples. Knox believed that Greek sculptures were copies of living originals, some of 

which he claimed to have observed among his own students, or walking along the streets of 



 

 

London, and he regularly went to look at the Parthenon sculptures on display at the British 

Museum. 

 

Knox looked to Ancient Egypt as a model too, using his visits to the British Museum to theorise 

that Jewish people were the descendants of the Ancient Copts, thus laying the foundations for 

Jewish people to be established as a racial ‘other’. It is worth nothing that, in order to see the 

Parthenon Marbles on display at the British Museum, you have to walk through the Egyptian 

Galleries first. Heba Abd el Gawad has spoken about how the racialisation of Ancient Egypt as 

white drew strict contrast between ancient and contemporary Egyptians. In the case of the 

Parthenon Sculptures not only were the Ancient Greeks not the same as the Greeks today, but for 

Knox and his colleagues, the Greeks of the sculptures were actually the same as Northern 

Europeans today. 

 

Knox’s work was influential due to his public reach — like Neil MacGregor he was a great 

public lecturer and populariser of science. He also influenced other scientists, such as George 

Gliddon, who went on to work with notorious racist biologists JC Nott and Louis Aggasiz, 

whose work Types of Mankind further delineated ‘races’ based on physical observations 

combined with observing ancient monuments, paintings and sculptures. For them, the Greek 

Head was the ideal, and they used the Dutch scientist Petrus Campus facial angle, another 

beauty-determining device, to demonstrate what they mistakenly believed to be similarities 

between Black Africans and apes and white ‘Saxons’ with Ancient Greek sculptures. 

 



 

 

These connections and hierarchies were fundamental to the project of the British Empire, as 

powered by ideas of the Enlightenment. Having ventured out to explore new parts of the world, 

Europeans had encountered new people and deemed them inferior. The essentialist idea that 

physicality and identity were bound up along nationalistic lines was also fundamental to 

Victorian Britain and later, and we can trace Knox’s idea of moral anatomy, through James 

Hunt’s anthropology to the Social Darwinism of Thomas Henry Huxley and Francis Galton.  

 

The biologist Francis Galton and the social campaigner Charles Kingsley were concerned that 

the British population were degenerating as a result of ill-chosen religious practices. Kingsley 

had visited and contemplated the Greek sculptures at the British Museum and thought people 

should make efforts to look more like them. Fran Brauer has talked about how the New Olympic 

movement, with athletes modelling their bodies on classical sculptures were as much about 

presenting and preserving the strength of the nation as of the individual athletes themselves. 

 

The Parthenon sculptures, as they are now on display in the British Museum, are at once a 

monument to who we (provided 'we' are white) should aspire to be, and a warning of what might 

happen should we fail in guarding our biological destiny. This has the handy effect of distancing 

contemporary people from their ancient pasts. When you incorporate the idea of ‘race’, you 

make the arguments that these Greeks are not the same as those Greeks (that these Egyptians are 

not the same as those Egyptians). 

 

The work to connect the Parthenon Marbles with an image of whiteness and superiority has been 

evident in how the sculptures have been treated while being in the collections at the British 



 

 

Museum. In an article published in the New Yorker in 2018 about how new research is showing 

classical sculptures were originally painted in bright colours and bold patterns, Margaret Talbot 

writes, “In the nineteen-thirties, restorers at the British Museum, polished the Elgin Marbles, the 

most treasured sculptures from the Acropolis, until they were as white and shiny as pearls.” 

Talbot describes the white supremacist backlash when Sarah Bond, Professor of Classics at the 

University of Iowa, wrote two public essays arguing that we need to accept that Classical 

sculptures were never pure white. “The ardour for whiteness,” Talbot says, “was so intense that 

the evidence didn’t stand a chance.” Mark Abbé, the leading expert on polychromy in Classical 

sculpture is in no doubt that there is a perceived benefit from ignoring those facts, which is white 

supremacy. 

 

In the program of 100 Objects, MacGregor says, “The sculptures were, however, made at a 

particular time and with a particular purpose. They sum up how this society thought about itself. 

The Parthenon was a temple dedicated to the goddess Athena Parthenos, meaning Athena the 

Virgin. It was built on the Acropolis — a rocky citadel at the heart of the city, with a central hall 

that housed a colossal statue of the goddess herself, made of gold and ivory. And everywhere 

there was sculpture.” 

 

When Elgin moved the sculptures from what was then part of the Ottoman Empire, and when 

they were put on display in the British Museum, they performed the same function to a different 

audience. It was an appropriation of a display of power. They continue to be the site of such 

displays today, for example most recently when MacGregor’s successor Hartwig Fischer 

suggested that the removal of the marbles from Greece and their display in Britain was “a 



 

 

creative act”. I do not dispute this position in and of itself, but I find it telling that creativity in 

this context seems to be the sole purview of the British Museum. 

 

The Egyptian writer and activist Adhaf Soueif, in her letter resigning from the British Museum 

Board of Trustees, wrote “Public cultural institutions have a responsibility: not only a 

professional one towards their work, but a moral one in the way they position themselves in 

relation to ethical and political questions... The British Museum,” she goes on to say, “born and 

bred in Empire and colonial practice, is coming under scrutiny, and yet it hardly speaks.” 

 

While I agree with Soueif’s position, I would argue that the British Museum is speaking all the 

time. 

 

To me, one of the most telling parts of the commentary is when MacGregor quotes Mary Beard 

on how the Athenians viewed the centaur. “It’s a conflictual society,” she says “and one of the 

ways the Athenians thought about their position in the world, and their relationship to those they 

conquered, or abominated, was to see the ‘enemy’ or the 'other’ in terms that were not, in a 

sense, human.” 

 

This idea of the centaurs, who we must remember are half-human (in fact they are cousins of the 

Lapiths, each group being the respective descendants of two brothers) as ‘other’ is constantly 

being reproduced, even today. The writer JK Rowling has been criticised for the depiction of 

centaurs in her Harry Potter books. She makes clear references to the centaurs  as Native 



 

 

Americans, carrying out Native American spiritual practices, before reverting to the Ancient 

Greek depiction of centaurs as wild as sexually violent. 

 

The British took on, and certainly made their own, the Greek worldview of a conflictual society. 

Through the idea of ‘race’ and the systematic, scientific ‘othering’ of some people as other than 

white and racially inferior, they took on the idea that people who were not like them were 

somehow not human too. The idea persists in British and other so-called Saxon, Western, 

European societies in ways which are devastating for everyone, including those people who seem 

to benefit from it. 

 

This is in part because the idea of a conflictual society has also been extended to our view of 

history, which is so often conceptualised as a zero sum game, someone’s perceived victory is 

inevitably conceived of as someone else’s loss.  

 

It is likely that, were the Parthenon Marbles to be returned to Greece, some British people would 

see themselves in the role of the dying Lapith, and that this and other repatriations from 

museums is somehow a loss to Britain and British Society. As a proponent of the decolonisation 

of museums, (and a Sagittarian) it is admittedly tempting to think of us as the victorious centaur. 

 

But that is not what this is about. Just as History is not a zero-sum game, neither is the work of 

repatriation simply argument about ownership. It is, in truth, about the relationship between 

groups of people, and the power dynamics at play. 

 



 

 

I hope to see the Marbles in place at the museum especially built for them in Athens. Not only 

will this be a sign of a change in the relationship between Britain and Greece amending a 

historical wrong, but it will, hopefully, be a sign that Britain, as a nation and a society is willing 

to let go of and leave behind an idea of its national identity that is built of white supremacy. It 

would also be a sign that Britain is changing back into country I chose to come and live in, and 

would like to belong to. 


